

madison’s first manicure
A Willing And Eager Feminization
Book one of the Making Madison saga


lucy luxe



Copyright © 2024 by Lucy Luxe

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


contents


Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21



Thank you for reading this Lucy Luxe transgender tale.

Lucy Luxe is a passionate author in the trans and feminization genres. Each of her stories are original works, imagined, written, and produced by herself.

Each of her stories are inspired by and written for girls like you.

For more works by Lucy Luxe, from voluntary trans-awakenings, to steamy reluctant feminizations, please visit and follow her author page.

amazon.com/author/lucyluxe


one
. . .




Christmas. The most wonderful time of the year. That was a pretty contentious title, I’d admit, but I kind of agreed with it. I had a lot of love for Christmas.

That wasn’t always the case though. I figured that I had only started to like Christmas after I had moved about seven hundred miles away from my family. Back when I was a kid, Christmas wasn't a big deal. My parents didn’t really enjoy any kind of organized celebration, and Christmas was no exception.

If they had the chance for overtime pay on Christmas day, my parents would be at work. And that didn’t matter if there was anybody else around to look after me or not. I’d spent more Christmases alone than I wanted to count, by the time I was sixteen.

And, after sixteen, the only reason I got to spend Christmas with other people was because I was at work, myself. My dad got me a weekend job with him, a move which he thought was a gift in itself. I spent the holiday period sweeping the shop floor in a practically empty building because everyone else was at home for Christmas.

Despite all of that, I didn’t exactly dislike my parents. I just didn’t see eye to eye with them. My parents were dead set on instilling a good work ethic in me, but I think the way they did it sort of made me want to completely avoid the lives that they lived.

Instead, my desire was to move to a big city and get a degree in literature. My parents weren’t totally on board with that, so it was a goal I harbored in private. I saved to get away until I was twenty-one and then, not long after, planned a journey to a city I’d never even visited before.

With my new start, I found work in a bar that seemed really fun, this place called Finn's Pub. It was run by this gay couple, Liam and Simon, and that was a complete novelty where I was from. The only bartenders other than them were me and Mollie. Mollie had also moved from miles away, and we hit it off as soon as I walked in the door for my interview.

Interview was a loose term. I walked into the bar one day, told her I wanted to apply for the bartender role, and she gave me the job because she figured she’d be happy to talk to me for an entire shift. It was probably the easiest interview I could have hoped for.

Which meant that Christmas looked like it would become a very different time for me. Although, kind of ironically, it was because I now wanted to spend Christmas at work. Apparently, Finn’s did Christmas in a big way, and it wasn’t like I needed to be home with family, as they’d be at work anyway. I actually wanted to be with everyone at the bar over Christmas.

But the other thing that was going to be different was that, for the first time in my life, I would have to think about presents. I had only bought a handful of presents for my parents growing up and, while they were graciously received, I wasn’t given the impression that I should keep up giving them.

So there was only one person in my life who I had consistently bought presents for during my life.

That person was Madison.

The thing about living with strict parents in my hometown, was that my desire to leave wasn’t the only secret desire which I had harbored. Madison was the other secret in my life.

It wasn’t because Madison was a girl from a part of town my parents hated, or because she was from a family that my family had crossed, or anything like that. No, it was simply because Madison was me.

Because my parents were out so much working, it left me with a lot of time alone. Like most kids, alone, I spent time playing solitary little games and using my imagination. My imagination, one day, led me to my mom’s closet.

I couldn’t have told you what I was hoping to find there. I guess maybe I knew what I was looking for, but I just didn’t really admit what that was in my own mind. But, whatever my goal actually was, I came out with one of my mom’s dresses.

It was ugly as sin, in hindsight. I seemed to remember it being this big, shapeless black thing, with a horrendous flower pattern on it. It was way too big for me and it felt cheap but, regardless, it felt fun. I immediately fell in love with wearing that dress and, for a time as a kid, I kept borrowing her clothes whenever I could.

Which was a lot, seeing as how my parents were never in.

Naturally, borrowing clothes eventually turned into borrowing shoes, and then borrowing shoes became borrowing makeup as well. I drew the line at underwear though. That felt plain weird.

Still, the things I borrowed from my mom were enough to open my eyes to a whole new side of myself. To my parents, I was Matt, a hard-working and polite young boy. Behind their backs, Madison was a wild child.

She listened to music too loud, she didn’t do homework, and she went through her mom’s things. She wasn’t Matt.

Admittedly Madison, as a concept, didn’t really come to exist until much later. I figured that, as a kid, I was probably just playing dress up, as a lot of kids do. But, as I grew into a teenager, that feeling changed.

Boys at my school were pretty black and white about most things. They wanted to be like their fathers, thought men should be men, and they didn’t like ‘queers.’ Naturally, I came to realize pretty quickly that I didn’t very much want to be like my father and that maybe I fell into that category of people they disliked.

Obviously, I didn’t make any of that apparent to the other kids. I played along. If the boys at school said something, I’d say the same. I, more than anyone, had a reason to try and make people think I was like the other guys. I had something to hide.

Which, in hindsight, I wondered if that was why all those guys were so dead set in their weird and mean ways.

For me, that also only drove my secret further underground. Admittedly, I had never mentioned that I enjoyed wearing my mom’s clothes to anybody else, but all of a sudden it felt like I had something to be ashamed of.

I was always on edge about it, too. Like when this kid - Caleb Beckett, a couple of years above me - started calling me a homo, I thought he must have known something was up. It was almost a relief when I found out he was only calling me a homo for the way I played baseball. It was even more of a relief that he left school two years before I did.

But having this thing that only I knew about, that I couldn’t share with anyone, it made it feel so much more personal. And then it felt like an even bigger part of me.

At times, I wanted so much for it not to be. I pretended I didn’t want to wear my mom’s clothes. I deliberately stopped myself doing it for as long as I possibly could. I even went as far as staying out of the house when my parents were out sometimes, just to force myself not to dress up.

That never lasted long though. I would always find myself back in my mom’s closet, and then in my mom’s clothes. By the time I was a teenager, I had finally built up the courage to buy some things of my own.

I learned to drive as soon as I was sixteen. My parents told me that I’d need to do that so I could find more work opportunities. Although the main opportunity I took was the opportunity to drive to a clothes store way out of town.

It was a place I’d heard of before. The woman who ran it had terrible eyesight, so it had been notorious for shoplifting - at least until the local police force seemed to more or less just permanently monitor the place. For me though, her awful vision was the closest thing I could find to anonymity at a store.

So one day, I drove out there, right for when it opened. I browsed the menswear until I was the only person left in the store, then I rushed over to the womenswear. I grabbed some underwear, a dress, and a pair of high heels that I’d been eyeing up from across the store. I paid the lady, and left as fast as I could without it looking like I’d stolen something.

And that was the best day of my life.

Everything stayed in the trunk of my car until my parents were next out. When they were gone, it was like something in me completely shifted. My hands shook as I opened my car. I had never been so nervous or excited or whatever the hell I was.

It turned out that nothing was really the right size. The shoes pinched, the dress sagged, and the underwear was really tight but, in my defense, I had no idea what the hell any of the numbers on the clothes meant. Plus, I had just grabbed them in a panic.

Regardless, it was incredible.

The feeling of having my own clothes - of a dress that a girl who was my age would have actually worn - was incredible. I remembered standing in front of the mirror, looking at what I had managed to achieve that day. I remembered the feeling. The feeling of seeing a new me.

What I saw in the mirror that day changed everything. It was the first day of the rest of my life. From that moment on, all I could think about was expanding my wardrobe. About getting more clothes and finding more time to dress up.

Naturally, around the guys, I was still hiding my secret hobby as well as ever. Maybe even better. Behind closed doors though, things were only getting more and more involved. Which was where the Christmas tradition began.

With my parents being unrelentingly away on Christmas day, it meant that I had a full day to be who I wanted to be, without risk of being caught. I would know way in advance what days they would be away over Christmas, which made me feel like they wanted it to serve as a reminder of their indifference to that day. But that only made the day better for me.

So I would generally have just one present to unwrap each year; one from me, to the other me.

It started off small. The first year I ever made it a tradition, I bought myself a new dress and underwear set. But that time, I had made an occasion out of it.

In a beautiful coincidence, just before Christmas, I had accidentally found a catalog my mom owned. It was full of explanations on how to measure yourself for items of girls’ clothes, and that was exactly what I did.

In the buildup to Christmas, I measured myself as the catalog suggested. I made a few notes, and then returned to the same store that I first got my clothes from. As I’d already bought girls’ clothes before, I felt a little more confident that next time. So on my second go, I took some time to pick out some things. I found some things that were actually nice, paid for them, took them home, and wrapped them. Then I hid them for the big day.

When Christmas came, and I woke up to find myself alone, my usual disappointment and loneliness had been replaced with earnest joy and excitement. Being abandoned on Christmas day was suddenly the biggest gift I could imagine.

Well, second biggest gift.

The biggest gift was sitting right in front of me. I made it a real to-do, as well. I didn’t open it right away. I made myself breakfast, put Christmas music on, felt the festive spirit, and then I unwrapped everything. Although that did all admittedly happen within the first half and hour of the day. I couldn’t wait that long.

Unwrapping everything, it was as if I was seeing everything for the first time. The red wrapping, covered in gold trees and snowflakes, ripped away and revealed the gifts. A black dress, some black tights, and a beige bra and panty set.

It wasn’t the most fashionable stuff I had ever seen but, to be fair, the clothes store was run by a nearly-blind woman. I was just grateful there was anywhere at all that I could feel confident buying girls’ clothes.

That was my first set of tights, which was a life-changing moment in itself. The feel of those gently hugging my legs, jutting from the pitch-black hem of my dress, was unmatched.

The bra and panties finally fit as well and, coupled with the dress, it was an incredible sight. Sure, it didn’t look like much - the hem was halfway down my thighs, the long sleeves ran to my wrists, and the scoop neck showed just a hint of my bra - but it felt like a lot.

It clung to my body. And it looked right. With the new bra, now stuffed with socks, and the more shapely panties, my body looked like a girl’s body. As soon as I was in my high heels as well, things felt perfect. And when I had my makeup on, the deal was done.

Madison was born.

The joy I felt on that day was something I held onto throughout my Christmases back home. That tradition probably meant more to me than a lot of festive family traditions of people in my town. And that Christmas was only the start. After that, things only grew.

The Christmas after, I got myself a wig. It was brunette and a little cheap but, to my credit, I bought it from the Halloween section of a grocery store. Still, it was enough to make me feel like Madison more than ever.

The year after was makeup. I had always worried that my mom would one day notice that her beauty supplies were somehow dwindling, despite rarely ever using the stuff. I figured that, if she noticed her makeup was gone, I was done for. I had way too much other stuff to hide if she guessed that it was me. It would have been impossible to pretend it wasn’t me.

Getting my own makeup was sort of a coincidence, though. I mostly only got the stuff because that clothes store started stocking it. I was able to find all of the things I usually used from my mom’s collection, and more. It was a hell of a haul, which made for a hell of a gift on Christmas day.

After that, there were more shoes, skirts, tops, jewelry, nail polish, dresses, and any combination of that stuff that you could imagine. Over only a few Christmases, I had built up an entire closet for Madison. Although it was a closet that lived in a series of shoeboxes and bags at the bottom of my actual closet.

So you could imagine my joy when I finally left home. I did the seven hundred mile journey by car, so all I could bring with me was what would fit in the trunk and across the seats. There were a few hard choices, but the one thing that I never questioned was Madison’s clothes. Those came with me.

And when I arrived at my new home, I gave those things an actual place to live. I hung them in my closet. No longer were they relegated to a shameful little corner of my life. Now makeup stayed on my dresser, and shoes stayed in the rack, and jewelry wrapped around a little decorative metal tree.

Or, at least, they did when I was alone. It was all still very much a secret.

I had Mollie over now and then, sometimes with her friends as well, and that meant everything went back into hiding. Sometimes the landlord would send contractors around, and that for sure meant things were disappearing. Those guys always reminded me of the boys from my school.

And maybe that was why I was so dead set on hiding the stuff. It wasn’t like the new people in my life would probably have made a big deal over my alter-ego. The bar owners were two men who had been in a relationship with each other for a decade, and who sometimes booked drag queens for the bar. Mollie hung out with half the drag queens we booked at Finn’s.

But still, something within me stopped me from ever having the courage to live as Madison anywhere other than within the confines of my studio apartment. Not that I really minded. That combined bedroom and living room felt like a whole world, compared to the house I used to live in.

Sure, my family home was bigger than my studio apartment, but it had still always felt like I was just a hair away from being caught by my parents. And if that ever happened, I couldn’t even imagine what would have happened. Missing Christmas would be the least of my worries.

My own studio apartment meant my own privacy. I could be Madison to my fullest. And now, living in a city, it meant that I could order things online. I had never been so free to be myself. The moment that I figured out I could shop online, after I got my first bar pay check, things changed.

I ordered new clothes. I got new makeup. I found a website that sold really good wigs. I replaced and upgraded everything I already owned, and then I found new things that I hadn’t even considered buying, and then I bought them.

My heels were higher and fitted better. My makeup routine included things that I’d never even seen back in my old town. My wig could be styled and I had to buy straighteners and curlers to do that. I was absolutely in heaven.

But that left me with one problem. I had been buying all this stuff for Madison, living my best life as her any time I was alone in my apartment. I had everything I could have possibly wanted and more.

So what did I get for Madison for Christmas?

What did I buy the girl who had everything?
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I had moved away from home in March, and had started working at Finn's Pub not long after. Finn’s had a funny setup, in that I always felt that the name seemed to be giving off the vibe that it was an Irish bar, despite neither of the owners being even remotely Irish.

In fact, the closest thing we had to an Irish link at all was that Mollie was called Mollie. And she just happened to work there. She wasn’t an owner or anything.

Although, in fairness, other than the bar’s name, it didn’t feel particularly Irish. The decor was more along the lines of neon-lit text, huge mirrors, and marble tabletops. It didn’t necessarily scream “Ireland.” Not that I’d been. Maybe my ideas about Ireland were completely wrong.

What the bar did instead scream was “fun.” We were basically open until there was nobody left to order drinks. We would have DJs and live local bands and all kinds of other entertainment. We’d have drag brunches and crazy promotions and we somehow even made bar trivia into a good time. It was fun for customers and it was sure as hell fun for me.

Our clientele was generally made up of people a lot like me. Young, often new to the city, just looking for somewhere to have a good time. It meant I met a lot of people I got on with really well, and made the occasional friend. Still, none of them knew about Madison.

Aside from being a fun place to work, the other real perk of bar work was getting random weekdays off. Admittedly, a lot of the friends I had made also did bar work, so they had weekdays off as well, but I wouldn’t always tell people I had certain weekdays off. That meant I had some protected time to explore my feminine side.

I learned a lot from being at Finn’s. Obviously, I learned bar skills and whatever, but I also learned a lot from our drag shows.

I still had this aversion to letting people know I was even remotely into the idea of dressing as a woman, so it made things kind of hard. I would obviously be cool with the drag shows, I was always friendly with the performers and got involved when it was time to get involved, but I tried to give off the air that I was just a nice guy who was always up for being part of the fun.

But on the side, I was trying to learn. I got ideas for body shaping from our performers. I occasionally looked backstage at what makeup was being used by some of the girls, when their looks had really caught my eye. Hell, before the first drag show I saw at Finn’s, I didn’t even know about tucking.

The absolute craziest thing I ever learned though was about vocal feminization. It was something I never felt I had fully mastered, but it was something I sure as hell tried to practice. One of the queens that performed at the bar was renowned for her absolutely insane vocal range. In her performance, she did a few song covers that weren’t lip syncing. She just sang with a woman’s voice.

It was out of character, but I outright asked her how she did it. I couldn’t let that one remain a mystery and, after a few drinks with me and Mollie, she had decided to try and teach me. I think she thought that it would be funny. I thought that it was going to be life-changing. Naturally, I was ecstatic.

It involved holding a singing note as high as my natural vocal register would allow, then keeping the note held for as long as I could. Once I had that note dialed in, I had to try and keep using that note every time that I spoke. She explained it really clearly. Way better than I was able to.

We spent a while doing it, as the three of us were finding it incredibly funny to hear me try and get the voice right. But, eventually I did sort of get it. Even in that ad-hoc lesson, I started to develop a feminine voice.

It went without saying that I practiced it a lot when I was alone as Madison.

So my time at Finn’s was profitable, fun, and excellent for Madison. She got all kinds of clothes, makeup, shapewear and, most importantly, education. Things were good.
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“Things are good,” I told Mollie, as we both turned up for our shift. “You okay?”

We had turned up to the parking lot at the same time. We’d not had a shift together for a couple of days, so we were due a catch up. It was funny, even though we had probably two thirds of our shifts together, we still sometimes met up on our days off. She had quickly become my best friend in the city. Mollie was a big part of my new life.

“All good, Matty!” she responded, a singsong sound to her voice.

She was the only person who ever called me Matty. Even my mom never called me that when I was a kid or anything. I always found it kind of endearing, when Mollie said it.

“Any news?” I asked her.

“Date didn’t pan out,” was her blunt answer, as she unlocked the back door and we walked in.

“Which one, the first date with the bald guy or the second date with the guy with hair?” I probed.

“Second date, with hair,” she clarified.

“Oh no!” I responded. “We liked hair guy!”

“We did like hair guy,” Mollie agreed. “But he chewed with his mouth open. Like, the whole time we ate. I could not stand it.”

“Picky.”

“That is so not picky,” she shot back. “If we got married and spent our lives together, I’d have to put up with that shit three times a day. He’d be at our wedding, little bits of white cake falling out the side of his mouth. Nuh-uh.”

“Fair point,” I paused for a second. “So what now?”

“Back on the app,” she explained.

Mollie had been on a real run with this one dating app, recently. She had broken up with a long-term partner, a little while before moving to the city and starting work at Finn’s. She had been there for maybe a year before I started, but hadn’t really begun dating again until just after I joined.

Not that I could take the credit. Or blame, however you wanted to look at it. She just started talking to me about dating apps on one shift, and I think she was sort of hoping that I’d encourage her to try it.

Mollie was cute. She had a really nice body, all curvy in the right places, with wavy brunette hair, and freckles. She dressed in this kind of alternative style that I sort of didn’t see so often any more. She often wore chunky boots with short skirts and tight tops, and had a septum piercing and an ear piercing somewhere near the top of her ear.

I was definitely attracted to her, but I had this weird thing with relationships in my head. Madison was kind of the only woman I felt I needed in my life. It was really hard to justify, but I never really sought out a relationship at all at any point in my life.

It might have been because I had spent so much of my life hiding that part of me. That was probably driven by the boys at school, as much as anything. But it still meant that I had a real hangup with the idea of ever having to share Madison with anybody else. Being in a relationship would have either meant sharing, or it would have meant keeping a secret from the most important person in my life. I’d rather have not done that.

So I stayed single. And my relationship with Mollie stayed strictly platonic. Not that I knew if Mollie wanted anything more than friendship either, if I was being completely honest. But I really didn’t mind that. As long as I had time alone to be Madison, I was happy.

Plus, I always had this other weird hangup when I found a girl cute. I could never really tell if I wanted to be with her, or if I just wanted to outright be her. It was a hard one to explain. I wasn’t sure if it was sexual attraction or jealousy, when I saw a hot girl. I sort of wanted to figure that out, before I really got into dating.

Mollie never asked me in return about dates or anything. I liked that. She had asked a couple times if I was seeing anyone, way back, but I never gave her much of a response. I think she took that as a cue that I wasn’t big on dating, or at least discussing it, and she cut me some slack. She was good like that.

“Back on the app?” I asked, as I wiped down the bar. “Is there even anyone with hair left on that thing?”

“The radius can always go up, baby boy,” she laughed. “Anyway, how were your days off? Did you do anything?”

“Barely,” I lied. “I just caught up with this girl I knew from back home.”

“Oh, was she in the city?”

“Nah,” I continued. “I just called her.”

“Ah that’s nice you keep in touch. You should try and get her to come here some time, though. You can hope she sees the light, like you did, and leave that place forever.”

The girl I was talking about was obviously - to me, at least - Madison. I had been telling a half-truth at least. I hadn’t spent a single second of my time off, living as Matt. I had got home from my last shift, changed into my underwear and silky pajamas, slept off the chaotic evening, and then I didn’t look back until I next saw Mollie.

“Ah it wasn’t that bad,” I said, with regards to my hometown.

“Well you didn’t make it sound good,” Mollie responded. “Absent parents and homophobes do not a good hometown make.”

I raised my eyebrows and nodded.

“Is that a proverb?”

“Ancient.”

We had long since finished wiping and cleaning everything we needed to, we had simply got lost in catching up. It was easy to do when it was just the two of us in the building. Simon and Liam were more than happy for just the two of us to open up and even run the place, when we didn’t need all four of us in. Which, considering the dynamic that Mollie and I had developed, we rarely needed.

We had a revolving cast of actual cleaners and bouncers and maintenance staff, who were contracted in, but we rarely got to know any of them properly. So as long as one of the four of us were around, we could tell our contracted staff how we needed things done.

It was one of those quieter shifts, with just Mollie and I on, when I first learned about the Christmas party.

Having started at Finn’s in March, I naturally hadn’t experienced a Finn’s Christmas celebration. I had, however, heard that they were legendary. I was fairly sure I was still cleaning things up from the last Christmas party, when I started working in March.

The previous year - the one I had missed - the bar was turned into a grotto. Liam and Simon hired a male stripper to work as Santa, and apparently was giving out gift-wrapped shots and free drinks to anybody who so much as looked his way.

I found it kind of a surprise how big of a turnout Finn’s actually had on Christmas day. I figured a lot more people would have been home, or at least somewhere with their families. But then I considered that, if a lot of people that frequented our bar were in our city because they were getting away from their families, like me, they probably didn’t rush back for really any occasion.

“Drag Mrs Claus.”

Mollie had said each word deliberately and with emphasis. She had also said them without much context.

“What what is what?” I asked, as I checked the lines on the beer taps.

“Drag Mrs Claus. That’s who’s hosting this year’s Christmas party.”

“Ohh,” I got it that second time. “Anyone you know?”

“Indeed it is,” Mollie looked pleased with herself as she said it. “Miss Anthropic. She runs a show in that drag bar on the opposite side of town, but Liam managed to snag her for us on Christmas day.”

“No way!” I didn’t strictly know who Miss Anthropic was, but I was still excited if Mollie was excited. “So what’s the plan for the day?”

“That bit I don’t totally know yet,” Mollie admitted. “I guess lip-syncing, bar games, and gifts, but I can imagine she’s got some plans of her own that she wants to throw in.”

“Course,” I agreed, as if I knew anything about the stylistic choices of Miss Anthropic.

“You’ll like her,” Mollie told me. “She’s really nice.”

“So it’s an ironic name?”

“I don’t know, she can be very mean to a crowd, when she wants to be,” she answered.

“I’ll try and stay on her good side.”

I truly meant that. Mollie introducing me to drag queens had been pretty integral to my development as Madison. Those early days, I had simply looked on from afar, trying to guess how they did the things they did. After I I became friendly with some of them though, things just naturally came up in conversation, that were gems of feminization information.

The one thing that I truly wished I could learn however, was their confidence. Every one of the girls that did a drag performance at Finn’s were some of the most confident people that I had ever met. They ran the room they were in, and not only did they not mind having all eyes on them, they seemed to actively revel in it.

I could never have imagined being like that. Every time I watched a performance, I was always in awe. Half of the time, it was because I was watching a drag queen who could do splits, or somehow literally sprinted around the bar in high heels. But, the majority of the time, I was in awe because they radiated confidence. I had no idea where it came from.

“Well that’s good,” Mollie said. “She’s coming by before we open, to get a look at the place.”

“Already?” I asked. “How is anyone in the Christmas spirit yet?”

“Oh you grinch,” Mollie pouted at me, forming an exaggerated frown on her face. “Nah, it’s because she’s got to figure out the space and what she wants from us to make it a good show.”

“That makes a lot more sense.”

We carried on setting up for the afternoon and evening ahead. Chairs were righted, stains were mopped, bar sundries were checked for expiry dates. After a while, Mollie’s cell phone started ringing. Her heavy boots stomped across the polished floor, as she made her way to the socket it was charging at.

“It’s her!” she told me, a grin on her face.

She tapped the screen and then tapped it again. She held the phone horizontal, so the screen was facing up and she was talking directly into the base of the cell.

“Heya!” Mollie spoke.

“Mollie!” the voice at the other end of the line came.

The speaker sounded excited and bold and enthusiastic, all just in saying that single name.

“You here?” Mollie asked.

“Out in the parking lot. Where is the entrance for the… Talent?”

I couldn’t help but laugh, from the other end of the bar. I didn’t know Miss Anthropic at all, but she was clearly either funny and self deprecating, or she was an asshole. I presumed it was the former, but sometimes it was hard to tell with Mollie’s friends.

“I’ll open the back, one minute!”

“I can do it,” I called over to Mollie.

I was closer to the rear entrance, and Mollie was half way through scraping some gum off the floor, which was a job that I didn’t particularly want to take over.

“Oh, thanks,” she said back to me, before bringing the phone to her mouth again. “Matty’s coming to get you.”

I could hear their conversation recede as I walked to the rear door, before hearing it continued in a more muffled form through the other side of the door that I stood in front of. I disengaged the bolt, and pulled the door towards me.

“Matty!” the man on the other side of the door called out to me, as soon as he saw me.

“Hey!” I called back.

The person I was met with was a man around the same height as me. He had hauntingly pale blue eyes, and a buzzcut. His slender frame was covered with a loose black vest, with a female singer I didn’t recognize emblazoned upon it. He wore well-fitted blue jeans, which had a silver chain hanging from the left side, looped back into the pocket. His heavy, black boots were sort of similar to Mollie’s.

The man extended his arms for a hug and I caught myself just in time to do the same. We had a brief hug by way of greeting. That was something I wasn’t entirely used to, even having lived in the city for over half a year by that point.

Back home, nobody hugged. You’d hug your mom and your female relatives and you’d hug your girlfriend. That was about where the buck stopped, though. Hugging your dad back home was something you’d probably only do if he was about to die. Hugging a male stranger would have probably got you kicked out of the state.

Similarly, that kind of hang-up was why I was never sure how to address any of the drag queens, when they weren’t in drag. I felt that I had a very clear distinction in my head, as to where Matt ended and Madison began. I didn’t always really get where the line was drawn with a drag persona.

I definitely didn’t want to use my hometown experience to figure that one out. Back home, you’d probably just address a drag queen using some kind of slur.

“Anthony,” the man said to me, as he released me from the hug.

“Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Anthony,” I told him, as I gestured towards the hallway he needed to walk down.

“That’s a fun accent,” Anthony said to me. “What is that?”

“It’s Rust Belt chic,” I replied.

Anthony laughed. I had used that line multiple times when I had met new people as it somehow always seemed to get a laugh. My accent often turned out to be a pretty good icebreaker.

“It sounds a little bit country. I like it. You’ve got that cowgirl in you.”

I laughed back. It was pretty hilarious how close to the mark he was. Maybe he could sense that about me. Maybe drag queens had that kind of ability.

“What about you, you from around here?” I asked.

“God no. I’m from one of those forgettable little flyover towns. Forever away. I think I basically tried to get as far away from there as possible. In every sense,” Anthony explained.

“Oh you and me both!” I excitedly agreed. “If I pointed it out on a map you probably still wouldn’t know where it was.”

Anthony laughed again as we entered into the bar, to which Mollie looked up from the floor-gum and greeted us.

“What’s got you two giggling?” she asked.

“Cowgirl here is just giving me a little backstory,” Anthony replied.

“Cowgirl?” Mollie sounded incredulous. “You got a nickname just like that?”

“What?” was all I asked.

“Anthony loves giving nicknames. They’re usually hard earned, though,” Mollie explained.

“What’s yours?” I asked.

Mollie looked hesitant for a second and then spoke.

“Judas.”

“Judas? What the hell did you do?”

“I went for drinks one time without inviting Anthony,” she said.

“One time too many,” Anthony interjected.

“I thought you were out of the state!” she argued.

“I was. But it’s the thought that counts.”

Mollie rolled her eyes, before looking back down and clearly deciding she had done enough work on the gum which somehow now seemed to have become a permanent feature in the floor.

“Shall we get to work?” Mollie asked. “Can we please get back to work?”

“What do we need to do?” I asked.

“We need to plan a drag show,” Anthony answered.


three
. . .




Anthony's voice surged with excitement.

"We're going to make this the best Christmas show Finn's has ever seen!"

I felt a flutter of nerves. I had helped facilitate drag shows before, but only by working on the bar and dragging stage equipment around. This felt like it was beyond me. Or like it might expose a part of me that I didn’t want exposed.

“What do you mean by planning?” I asked Anthony.

“Well, this is your bar, I want this show to represent you,” he told me.

“Oh. So a festive, Rust Belt drag show,” I replied.

“For you, honey, anything is possible.”

Anthony pulled a stool up to the bar and threw a backpack onto the countertop. From within, he pulled out a laptop, opened it, and loaded a blank document.

“So what’s the vibe? What do we want? What does Christmas mean to your bar?” he asked.

I truly had no idea. I had never been at Finn’s over Christmas before, and I had barely even celebrated a Christmas in my life. Well, other than my secret celebrations, that was.

Thankfully, Mollie jumped straight in. She seemed to have boundless energy and ideas for what our Christmas day should look like. Before long, we were planning costumes, music playlists, and party games.

Well, it wasn’t so much “we,” as it was Mollie and Anthony, but they still made me feel like I was taking part. Before long though, I was pretty engrossed. It turned out that a lot of work went into a Miss Anthropic show. Everything from where the crowd sat, to which other queens he wanted on stage with him, and even what exact drinks should be given out and when. It felt like everything was choreographed.

Anthony’s logic was that, if each small part of his show was perfectly designed, it meant that the show could be more than the sum of its parts. I thought that I understood what he meant but, more than anything, I just trusted that he was right. He was the expert. He was the woman in charge.

After around an hour, things felt like they were falling into place. By the time we had to open the bar, I felt like I was there, watching the show. Anthony stayed for a while after we opened, just to have a free drink and chat about something other than his work, but then our work began, and our customers started trickling in.

The shift was no different from any other weeknight opening. Mollie and I were the only two on the bar, but it was quiet enough for that to not be a problem. We saw some old faces and some new ones. It was nice enough.

I was sort of just waiting for it to be over, though. I had the next night off, and I knew just what I wanted to do with my day and evening; spend some time as Madison.

Not that it was any kind of a surprise or a big deal, or anything, I just sort of wished away any time that I wasn’t being her. I guessed I just perpetually had something to look forward to in life, when part of my time was spent forcing myself to not do my favorite thing.

The next morning, as I woke up in my silky pajamas, I breathed a deep sigh. Everything was once again right with the world. I whipped the pink comforter off of myself, and dangled my shaved legs over the edge of the bed.

Those things were two real luxuries of living by myself. When I first moved to the city, I had crashed in a house share place for a couple of months. The whole time though, I had a goal of living on my own. The place I lived, by the time I had been working at Finn’s for a few months, was everything that I needed.

Sure, living alone was expensive. A big proportion of my pay check every month went towards my rent. But it was worth it. Sure, I was spending money on accommodation - which was essential - but, more than that, I was spending money on being able to be myself.

In my house share, I couldn’t add any girly touches to my room. There was a chance my roommates would see my room at any moment. I couldn’t hide those things away, like I could with my studio apartment, when I chose to have guests.

And my shaved legs. I probably could have hidden those if I was sharing a living space - hell, I managed to hide them out in public, even in the height of summer. But I felt so much more confident using hair removal cream when I was alone. When I knew I wouldn’t have to worry about my housemates coming home and spotting them, as I was chilling out in a pair of basketball shorts.

But that - worrying about housemates coming home - was what defined my stay in my house share. I probably only spent a fraction more time as Madison than I did when I lived with my parents. I had times that I was certain that my housemates were away, but I was still afraid to dress up.

Don’t get me wrong, they seemed like nice enough people, but I still didn’t want to have to explain Madison to them.

So my expensive studio apartment gave me everything that I could have ever hoped for. I could make it smell feminine, I could have pink throws and pillows, and I could dress up whenever I was at home.

And I was home, so I was dressing up.

Finn’s was probably one of the only bars in the world that allowed staff to work from home. Obviously I couldn’t pour beers from home, but I could do the bits of management that were required from me from time to time.

The management in question on that day was helping Anthony prepare for his act. But, to help Anthony prepare, first I had to prepare myself.

Thankfully, getting ready as Madison was a completely different thing to what it used to be, back with my parents or in my house share. In both of those places, all of my stuff was hidden right in the depths of my closest. I didn’t expect any of my housemates to be looking through my things, but old habits clearly died hard.

Instead, in my apartment, all of my stuff was happily out on display. I had clothes and shoes arranged neatly in my closet, and I had makeup out on the dressing table. As in, I literally had an actual dressing table with a vanity mirror, specifically so I could get ready as Madison. Obviously, I couldn’t hide that if anyone came over, but it was easy enough to lie and say that it came with the place.

So I got out of bed, brushed my teeth, showered with my favorite peony scented body wash, and opened my closet.

The day ahead was technically a workday, so I felt it only right to wear some work appropriate attire. Office work, that was, not bar work. I loosely searched through my things for an idea of what to wear. Admittedly, I had an idea in mind already, but the feeling of running my hands over all of my clothes was a delight every time.

My fingertips traced soft silks, cool leathers, and fluffy wool. I felt the smooth velvet of my dresses and the textured lace on my skirts. Each feeling brought back a memory of times dressed as Madison. Each sensation brought peace deep within me.

The search ended when my hand settled upon my turtleneck jumper. It was a favorite piece of mine. It was simple yet elegant - long sleeved in a midnight black tight knit. The material was thin enough that you could wear that sweater basically any time of year and still be the right temperature.

Not that it really mattered as Madison never ventured outside of my air conditioned apartment. Regardless, I still liked to imagine being out as her, dressed the way I wanted to be, not caring about who saw. It was a complete fantasy, but it was a nice one to have.

Although, that time, I felt a twinge of sadness overcome me as the thought entered my head. Going outside as Madison was something I actually deeply wanted to do. It was all well and good dressing up as her in my apartment, but there was a part of me that dreamed of being her, publicly.

It was something I had questioned a few times before - what being Madison actually meant to be. At first, it was a fun game that I discovered as a kid. Eventually, it became kind of a hobby, and then almost an obsession. Now, as an adult, it had become an almost integral part of my personality. But a part that I had to hide away from the rest of the world

I wasn’t sure if I wanted that any more. When I spent more time as Madison, it wasn’t as if being her just scratched some emotional itch, and the desire to be her went away. Instead, if I spent a day as Madison, I only wanted another. And then the longer I stayed as her, the harder it was to put her away, crammed into the emotional closet in my mind.

But that wasn’t the only reason that I wanted to be her, a little more publicly. Before I had met Mollie, I had never had many girls in my life that I was friends with. Again, it wasn’t really a thing back home. Boys and girls just didn’t hang out. But being friends with Mollie opened me up to a world of conversations that I had never had before in my life.

Mollie got her nails done and shopped for clothes and learned new makeup techniques. She talked about that stuff when we were at work and I loved hearing it. She always joked that I was maybe the only straight guy in the city who would ever listen to her talk about that stuff.

She would tell me about dating and would invite me to hang out with her and her girlfriends. They would talk about things that I could never even dream of chatting about with any guy, and definitely nothing I’d have ever imagined talking about back home.

The thing was, I found that really nice. I felt so comfortable and at home in those types of conversation. I was at ease when I could discuss things that normally only girls would talk about. I felt more comfortable with female friends than male friends.

Which only made me wish even more that I could simply be Madison, somewhere other than my own apartment.

But it wasn’t to be. I knew that it was only a dream. It wasn’t an outrageous dream and it wasn’t even a particularly lofty goal, but I still felt like something I could never have. I thought that, having spent my whole life hiding that side of myself - feeling ashamed and afraid of it - it meant that Madison was probably never going to see the light of day.

I couldn’t let that get me down for too long, though. Not that day. I had all this time ahead of me as Madison, and I knew it would be a waste to spend it sulking about not being Madison. It didn’t make any sense.

So I got out everything I needed. I draped the turtleneck sweater over the back of my dresser chair, I retrieved my underwear and other related goodies, and I looked back in the closet for a skirt.

My eyes settled on one right away. It was an outfit combination I had chosen countless times in the past, the skirt and sweater combo. This skirt was tight and pretty short, only long enough to reach about halfway down my thigh. But with the modesty of my long-sleeve turtleneck, the immodesty of the skirt felt fine.

The material was a kind of stretchy cotton, not too thick, the same thing I liked about the sweater. It was decorated with a checked pattern, formed of a bunch of black, gray, and white lines, all intersecting with one another. It was figure-hugging and I always loved how that looked.

I picked out some jewelry that I thought would pair nicely with it. A gold necklace with a skinny chain, which had a tiny daffodil pendant on it. A bracelet of alternating white and yellow gold. A pair of slender rings, one with a pair of interwoven bands, and one with tiny gems on it. None of the pieces were particularly expensive, but they looked very nice for what they were.

For a moment, I wondered whether some expensive jewelry would have been what I wanted for Christmas, from Matt to Madison. The thought quickly left my mind, however. It just didn’t seem worth it to me. With Madison spending all of her time exclusively indoors, there was no reason to splash out on fancy necklaces or whatever.

The final - and always my favorite part of the outfit to decide upon - was a pair of shoes. I loved women’s shoes. They were always the thing I had been most obsessed with. It didn’t matter what they were, if they were flats, heels, boots, pumps, or whatever. If they looked girly, I loved them.

Selecting just one pair was always the hard part. I had almost too many to pick from, though my choice was generally narrowed down by the fact that, if I was Madison, I was probably going to be wearing high heels. High heels were more or less a must, on my days in the apartment.

My heart eventually settled upon a pair that I couldn't help but go back to again and again, around that time. They were a pale pink, kind of nude color, with a suede finish. They had a block heel, no platform, and were around four inches high.

The thing that I loved about them were the small details. They had a delicate ankle strap, perfectly rounded toes, and this detailing at the back that I adored. They had scalloping, just subtly around the ankle, that I thought was beautiful. They quickly become my favorite pair after I had bought them.

I took everything over to my bed and sat down. I grabbed my skin-toned tucking underwear, and pulled them most of the way up my smooth legs. I pushed my left testicle inside of me, then the right, then gently pulled my skin back between my legs. I pulled my penis back with it, and held everything in place.

The tucking underwear settled over everything, and tightly held my genitals close to my body, making them all but disappear. It was a weird one to explain, but I always found it strangely comfortable. It was like the male body was built to hide those parts away. Everything settled inside of me so neatly. I could do it for hours and it would feel great.

With the first step complete, I wrapped my corset around myself. It was also a kind of skin-toned color, slightly stretchy with some structured vertical ribs. This corset was a new one for me, in that it didn’t have lacing at the back. It was just hooks and clasps, like a bra. Though the corset admittedly had a lot more fasteners than any bra I had ever owned.

Thankfully, the corset sealed in front of me, so I could easily see each clasp loop into place. I connected each little metal piece to the next, and felt as my waist and ribs squeezed more and more, until they settled in a more feminine shape.

Something I had been proud of, but couldn’t share with anybody, was that I had gone down a corset size recently. The reason I had a laceless corset was because the old one was finally too loose to be shaping me in any way. I had to go down a whole size for it to still be shaping my body.

It was a hell of an achievement, which I owed to better diet and exercise. Sadly, it was an achievement I could only secretly be happy about.

With the corset on, I was ready for my breasts. They were an online order I had made after first starting to work at Finn’s. One of Mollie’s drag queen friends had been wearing one for a performance, and she had complimented that drag queen’s breasts.

I still vividly remember her jokingly telling Mollie that they were all natural, before then telling her the company she bought them from. It was a sheer miracle that I happened to be there for that conversation. I repeated the name of that company in my head over and over again, until I got home and typed it into my laptop and ordered some breasts for myself.

They were expensive and took a little getting used to but, my goodness, were they worth it. They were a kind of silicone material, fleshy and stretchy and bouncy, and were worn like a tiny tank top. I had to pull this fleshy mass over my head, then put my arms through the sleeve hole things, and then everything sort of just slipped into place.

The crafting on them was incredible. They felt so much like actual skin, and the skin that formed the neck hole was so thin, that you could cover it with foundation and you’d not even realize there was any difference between my real skin and the breastplate skin at all. They were a real game changer for me.

The next thing that went on was a piece of shapewear, which I put over my tucking underwear and then over the corset, as well. It was like a really high waisted pair of panties, in that it was built like a pair of briefs, but the hem settled just below my chest.

I wore that for two reasons. The first was that it was slightly padded in the hips and ass, so I looked more shapely for it. The second was that it was super tight, so it helped hide the bottom of my breastplate, and then it also locked the tucking underwear and corset in place. Not that either really needed that, it just felt really nice. Plus it hid the ribbing of the corset under thinner materials, which was a bonus.

My body was prepared, so it was finally time to put on my actual underwear. The panties I had chosen were briefs, which were decorated with horizontal black and white stripes.

The openings were all decorated with a delicate run of swirly black lace, and the front and center had a black bow on it. The seams on the sides were adorned with stitched red roses. There was kind of a lot going on with them, but I couldn’t help but find them really cute for some reason.

They slid up my legs and over the layers of shapewear and snapped into place as I released the elastic. I looked down at my body and was already admiring what I was seeing. A day in panties was always a day well spent.

I had a few different bras to choose from as well, by then. The one I went for that day however was a simple black bra, with lace swirls all over the lightly padded cups. I put my arms through the holes, adjusted my breasts into place, and grabbed the two sides of the straps behind my back.

One thing I had become extremely proficient at was clasping a bra behind my back. I didn’t need a mirror or anything to find the hooks and loops, and I had the thing clasped in no time at all. My fake breasts filled the cups perfectly, leaving them looking perky and full and, most importantly, so real.

And I would have hoped they filled the cups perfectly. I had needed to buy a whole new set of bras to fit my new breasts. Not that I minded any excuse to buy new underwear.

I looked at myself in my full length mirror for a moment. I’d truly perfected my ability to feminize my body over the years. With my hairless legs, torso, and underarms, my cute panties, and my filled out bra, my body looked exactly like that of a woman’s. I was so proud of how well I could do that.

The black turtleneck went over my head, and my arms went into their respective sleeves. I was always sure to put that particular sweater on before doing my makeup, as otherwise the neck hole would wipe anything completely off my face, ruining both my makeup, and my sweater.

I pulled the skirt up my legs, and held it in place around my midriff. The zipper sealed behind my back, and I gently pulled the hem down into place. I very much liked the length of that skirt. It settled exactly at the narrowest part of my waist, making my figure look like a real hourglass.

Last, but by no means least, was the shoes. I stepped into the left, and then the right, and crouched down to buckle the ankle straps. They felt so right when I put them on. The way my heels were elevated and my legs and the way my back straightened felt wonderful. I would have lived in high heels, if I could have.

The necklace and bracelet clasped and I slid the rings onto my fingers. I was ready. Or nearly, at least. There was still a lot of fun left to be had.

I had to do my makeup.
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I had been spending a lot of time learning new makeup techniques since I moved to the city. I had bought stuff that I never knew existed back home, and had honed those skills to an unbelievable level. I got my makeup sponges wet using my kitchen faucet and got to work.

Sitting at my dressing table, looking at myself in the vanity mirror, I couldn’t help but smile. My vanity mirror was my happy place. It was where all my dreams came true. My hair was pinned back with a wig cap which I took from a drawer, and I was ready to properly become Madison.

It had reached the point where I didn’t feel like her, unless I really committed to doing everything properly. As a kid, I was just happy in my mom’s dress. Later on, I wasn’t happy unless I was wearing her makeup, too. Eventually, by the time I was living alone, I wasn’t Madison unless I had every little detail done to perfection.

Which was what I was aiming for that day, as ever; perfection. I smeared some primer on my face, by dipping my two first fingers on my right hand into the tub, and spreading it all over.

It was a fairly expensive and fairly thick paste, that buffed out any imperfections in my face. It would cover the pores and small acne marks and subtle creases in my skin. It left it as this even and grippy surface, that was the perfect canvas for makeup.

Foundation was the first proper step after the primer, so I squeezed a few blobs onto my face in the same spots I always did, and began dabbing at it with the makeup sponge.

I had come to favor sponges over brushes or my fingers, as I just never found a brush that left my skin looking as even as a damp makeup sponge. The finish was unmatched, and it left my skin looking flawless and slightly powdery. I loved that look on myself.

Highlighter was something that I had never heard of, before I had left home, and neither was a contour stick. I now had both and couldn’t imagine living without either. Between the two of them, they entirely changed how my face looked.

My face had never been super masculine. I had soft features, a delicate nose and a jawline that wasn’t exactly chiseled. I didn’t look bad as a guy but - and to my great luck - I had a face that felt like it was more than suited for makeup.

Contour on the side of my nose and some highlight in the center turned my nose from delicate to cute. Some light under my eyes and dark in the hollows of my cheek made my cheekbones look high and powerful. The same on my jaw made it look pointy in all the places a beautiful woman’s jaw would be. A little more highlight on my forehead and contour on my hairline and my whole face would be perfectly framed.

That took a lot of trial and error. Contour and highlight sticks were powerful tools. They either made you look beautiful or made you look hollow and scary. I would have been lying if I said that it hadn’t taken me a fair few tries to stop looking scary.

I always did my eyes after I had finished contouring my face. I’d paint them with a layer of eyeshadow, then work my way out towards the lashes. That day, my day off, I was feeling pink.

I admittedly often was feeling pink though, as Madison.

The pink I chose was subtle and light and gently shimmery. I often liked a hot pink wherever I could use it, but I was still aiming for a kind of office-appropriate look. I wasn’t entirely sure what office I could have gone to dressed like that, without making a scene, but that was besides the point.

So I selected the less in-your-face pink from my favorite palette. I picked up my smaller brush, and dabbed it into the color, before pushing the powder from the inside of my eyes towards the edge. With that evenly applied to both sides, I felt it only right to add some shimmery white to my eyes as well.

This was a technique I had also picked up from one of Mollie’s drag friends. The addition of a little glossy white to the outer edges of my eyes and just under my bottom lash line somehow made my eyes seem bigger and brighter. So that was what I did once again.

I found it generally worked better to blend lighter colors into dark, so the powder spread around the outer edges of my upper lid, and then buffed into the pink beneath. I traced a line from the inside of my eye to around half way beneath the lower lashes, and even impressed myself a little with how evenly it had come out.

Eyeliner was something that I found difficult at first, but it had eventually become one of the parts of my makeup routine that I was now best at. I pulled the corner of my eye to make the skin of my eyelids tight, and dragged the liquid eyeliner across from the inside to the edge. I extended the line to allow for a wing at the corner.

I applied just a dash under the corner of my lower lid, and pulled the line to meet the upper lash line and complete the wing. I had to slightly infill the triangle I had created, leaving a kind of a cat’s eye look about myself.

My mom had always used eyeliner pencil, meaning that eyeliner pencil was what I learned to do my eyeliner with. When I swapped to liquid eyeliner, I never looked back. I had no idea why my mom ever put up with the pencil.

There was a part of me that wanted to tell her about how much better her life would be with liquid eyeliner. Obviously I couldn’t do it, but I could have entirely changed her makeup game. I almost considered sending her an anonymous tip.

Mascara was next, and the tube I owned was such a beautiful piece of product design that I probably would have bought it even if it wasn’t great makeup. It was a reflective pink tube, with a little crown at the end of the lid, which went all the way around and looked so cute.

It also looked sort of tacky, but that was something Madison had never had too many problems with. Looking tacky was fun, sometimes.

The wand swept through my eyelashes and they began to look thick and black and long. I realized in that moment that I had no idea what mascara actually was. As far as I was aware, it could have simply been magic, the way it turned my fairly unremarkable lashes into a set that could have belonged on a catwalk model. Whatever it was, it was great.

Regardless of the mascara though I still always wore fake lashes. I didn’t necessarily need them, with that mascara, but I did like them. Loved them, in fact. I found that you could generally feel that you were wearing fake lashes. They hung a little heavier on your eyelids and it was like they swished when you blinked. It was a great feeling.

There was something I found sort of funny about the way I applied my false lashes. I would always apply the glue to them, and then let them dry for a moment. During that time, I used it as a chance to do my blusher on the same cheek as the eye I was applying the lashes to.

The funny part was the way that, when I put those false lashes on, it more or less covered my top run of eyeliner, plus my real, mascara-clad eyelashes. Both were still sort of visible, but the false lashes definitely would have drawn the majority of the attention away.

Still though, it was the enjoyment of the process that I did it for, rather than the outcome. I loved doing my mascara and eyeliner. If I was in a hurry, I could probably have gotten away with simply applying false lashes, but I didn’t want to do that.

I was always jealous of girls who had lash extensions done. I didn’t really realize they existed before I first spoke to Mollie about it. She had offhandedly mentioned that she was getting them done one time, and I had been obsessed with the thought ever since. The idea of fuller, more feminine lashes that I could also use mascara on sounded so nice.

For me though, alone in my room, it was nothing but a dream. Not that I couldn’t enjoy what I was doing nonetheless. I put the glue on the opposing false lashes, replicated the blusher on my other cheek, and gently pressed the lashes onto my eyelids.

The packaging for the lashes seemed to indicate that I should have been using tweezers. For some reason, I had never tried that. I always did it with my fingers, and I was always happy with the result. I didn’t feel like I had any reason to change things.

Finally, it was time to do my lips. I always did those last, for two reasons. Firstly, I really felt like lip makeup sealed the whole package, when it came to a makeover. They were the bow on the present.

Secondly, I always thought girls looked so cool when they put lipstick on. It was so intensely feminine and powerful. So, looking at myself in the mirror, my eyes, face, and cheeks all fully made-up, I looked like a woman, doing her lipstick.

Not that I did lipstick straight away - I hadn’t done that for years. Instead, Madison was a lip liner kind of girl. Unsurprisingly, I chose my pink lip set. It was a hot pink lipstick - admittedly a departure from my thoughts about the subtlety of my eyes - with a slightly darker lip liner. I combined them both with a lip oil which I applied over the top of everything.

Without lip liner, I always used to find lipstick fairly difficult. I was better at it by the time I had moved away from home, but I still always found that the effect I achieved with lip liner came out way better.

I drew the shape of my lips - or rather, the idealized version of them. The line I drew was slightly outside of the edge of my mouth, the Cupid’s bow a little more pronounced and my lower lip just that extra bit poutier than my real lips. It was subtle, I didn’t want my makeup to look unnatural, but it was very effective.

With the outlines in place, I infilled the shape with my lipstick. The stick glided around my lips effortlessly, leaving a beautiful shade of hot pink in its wake. It was wonderful to watch and to know that the woman in the mirror was me. It never got old.

Once my lips were full and feminine and pink, I unscrewed the top of the lip oil. It was a clear gloss that tasted faintly of candy. I put a piece of tissue paper between my lips and softly wrapped my lips around it in order to clear off any excess lipstick, and then painted the oil across myself.

The final effect was always incredible to see. The pink shimmer on my eyelids caught the light. It was as if my eyes sparkled. A gentle blush warmed my cheeks, highlighting the curve of my cheekbones. I pouted my lips – a perfect rosebud, thanks to the lip liner.

Finishing my makeup always felt like the end of some kind of ritual. I uncapped my makeup setting spray, held my breath and closed my eyes, and liberally blasted it at myself.

I could feel the spray settle on my skin. I always marveled at it a little, the way it made my face feel like it should be soaking wet, but it never was. Whenever I opened my eyes, the spray had always seemed to seep into the makeup itself and lock everything in.

That was something I really liked - knowing my makeup was locked in place. I loved knowing that I was going to be Madison for a while, because of that spray. It was like I was stuck as her, now that the spray was on. And I liked that a lot.

After I was satisfied that the spray had fully dried, I picked my wig back up, slightly stretched the interior of it, and held it to my head. I had remembered reading the instructions of one of my wigs one time and it had said that I was supposed to put it on from back to front. I had never done that in my life. It never made sense to me.

Instead, I placed the hairline at the front against my own hairline. I ran my fingers around the internal hair net, and the elastic slipped into place around my head. I pulled the wig down at the back and then adjusted it until it was level, and that was everything done.

The wig was a thing of wonders. The quality meant that it could withstand styling tools, which meant that it was generally a very nice wig. The hair was synthetic but I’d never have guessed. The brunette strands were long and flowing and bouncy.

There were depths and highlights to the color of the hair that looked like the work of a professional stylist. It reached just beyond my shoulders, but waved softly as it did. It wasn’t curly, by any means, but it had a feminine flow to it. It was how I wished my hair could always look.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t imagine a life where that would be a possibility. Instead, it was something I could only enjoy in the secrecy of my own apartment. To a certain degree, it made things bittersweet.

I was happy with the time I got to spend as Madison alone, but also there were things I wished I could experience as her. Hearing Mollie talk about her nails was nice when I was Matt, but I’d like to also talk about my nails back.

I wanted to go shopping as Madison, trying on clothes and actually feeling the dresses and skirts before I bought them. I wanted to hear Mollie and her friends talk about guys and dates and I didn’t want them to feel like they might be saying something I’d be uncomfortable about. I wanted to simply live my life just a little bit, as a woman.

I’d never really tried to label what I was. Back in my hometown, the label for what I did was “being a homo.” In the city though, that term wasn’t quite so liberally used. Instead, there were people who were drag queens or transsexual or who crossdressed. I thought that maybe I did the latter. I was maybe a crossdresser. But I had no idea. I just liked spending time as a woman.

And that was what I was planning to do. I had been weirdly caught in my own head during the whole makeover process that day. I normally felt nothing but joy as I did my mascara or when I finally had my wig on. Instead, I was somewhat lost in thoughts of what I didn’t have, rather than what I was enjoying.

So I walked over to the mirror and looked at myself. My hair looked fantastic as ever, my eyes were beautiful and subtly flirty, and my lips looked like they were made to be kissed. The skinny necklace that draped around my turtleneck looked classy, and the way the sweater tucked into my skirt made me look skinny and sexy.

My legs looked incredible in high heels. They looked even better ever since I started keeping them shaved. They somehow looked even better still in those specific high heels. It was like they were infused with magic. My legs looked almost unrealistically long, but then so cute in those pale pink shoes.

Was it an office appropriate look? Probably not. If I wore that in any office, I’d probably drop productivity by about eighty percent from everybody staring at me all the time. Not that I’d mine that.

I moved back towards my vanity table, my high heels clicking across the floor as I did. That was a sound that I truly loved. My family home was mostly carpeted, so that telltale “click click” of high heels was something that I hadn’t really experienced before moving away. That sound alone was enough to warrant the cost of living alone in a city apartment.

I cleared my makeup and put my laptop in its place. Anthony had left us with a long list of requests and requirements for his show as Miss Anthropic. I had offered to be the one to order and sort those things.

One of the reasons behind that was naturally so I could have a better understanding of what went into the performances of a drag queen. I didn’t think that I considered myself to be a drag queen, but I wasn’t far off in terms of the things I enjoyed. Being that involved in Anthony’s show had potential for opening up a whole new world of information to me.

The other - and not insignificant - reason, was that Liam and Simon paid for this kind of work. Any of us, them or me or Mollie, might need to do some bar management if the job called for it. That was the rare bit of work from home we could do for the bar.

So I prepared to sit at what used to be my makeup counter and had now become my work desk. I put my feet together, the rounded toes and high heels almost touching. Then, I pulled the hem of my skirt down and held it there, and sat back in my chair.

I flipped my long, dark hair over my shoulders, and felt ready. The only thing I felt like I was missing was some long acrylic nails. I loved the sound of women’s nails tapping on stuff. I always wished I could have felt that myself, I just didn’t have a way to justify being a man with long nails.

Still, I had my makeup, my skirt and heels, and my shaved legs. With all of those, I was feeling like Madison. I was Madison. I was ready to work.

The first request to sort was Anthony’s playlist. He had a set of songs that he did dance routines to, as Miss Anthropic, but he wanted some more festive numbers that he could apply his moves to. He had trusted me to find some appropriate music.

I had to admit that I was out of my depth. My music knowledge was pretty limited to mostly whatever we played at Finn’s. Still, what I did have were some videos of the usual Miss Anthropic dance routines, plus the accompanying playlist, for inspiration. I pressed play on that as I got to work.

The music was all poppy and overtly feminine. It was songs of being confident as a woman, or being a woman who was sexual but without being a sexual object, or songs of empowerment by women and for women.

I loved it.

We played that kind of stuff at Finn’s. Simon, Liam, and Mollie were all more than happy for it to play during their shifts. That music had definitely also played during drag performances at the bar as well. But I had never listened to it on my own. I had certainly never listened to it as Madison.

As her, it felt entirely different. Thos songs of empowered and confident and beautiful women were all of a sudden about me. I was the woman in the song who ran things. I was the girl who knew her worth. I was a woman.

I had never felt such a close connection to music in my life. I had found myself tapping the toes of my high heels, and gently dancing in my desk chair. It was so out of character. As Matt, I rarely danced. As Madison, all of a sudden, I couldn’t help it.

The day of working from home flew by. They always did when I was Madison, but that day was different. Powered by that music and the new feminine energy that I had tapped into, things felt incredible.

I wished that it never had to end.
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Unfortunately, things did have to end. I held out for as long as I possibly could, but it still didn’t feel like long enough. It was two hours after I would normally have been asleep, before I finally even started to take my makeup off. It had been such a perfect day.

Well, as perfect of a day that I could have, while at work in my own apartment.

No, that was an understatement, it was a perfect day. I was still just being bitter that my time as Madison was always confined to my own home. I shouldn’t have let that detract from the fact that I had still been able to spend a whole day as a woman.

By the time I had taken my makeup off, I had been ridiculously productive. I had watched the videos of Miss Anthropic’s dance routines countless times trying to get my head into the right frame of mind for selecting music. It had reached the point that I could picture the dance routines for the songs just by hearing them. I didn’t even need the videos any more.

But that knowledge of the routines meant that, when I went on to listen to some more festive music - still overtly poppy and feminine, as seemed to be Miss Anthropic’s style - I could imagine specific dance routines to those songs instead.

I had genuinely impressed myself. I had sort of worried, when I offered to do the playlist, that I had no idea what I was doing. I did have no idea what I was doing, so it was almost miraculous that I had managed to understand Anthony’s dance routines well enough to find new songs they’d be appropriate with. I genuinely felt like I’d come up with a great set of songs.

There were a fair few other things I’d managed to do as well. I’d ordered props, made a poster for the show using the design template we always used, and I set up the event in our online ticketing system.

That last bit was something that I never would have dreamed of doing, back in my hometown. I had never even heard of online tickets back there.

The bit of the day that had really stuck with me was Anthony’s costume choice. I had to get him and his two backing dancers a “sexy Mrs Claus” outfit. That was his exact description of what he wanted. He gave me his dress measurements and women’s shoe size and left me to decide what was appropriate.

I couldn’t help but wonder what Mollie and - to a degree, even Anthony - thought about me being left to decide on which dress and heels Miss Anthropic and her girls should wear. I wondered whether they thought I would be picking an outfit that I liked, or that I liked on the model.

It felt almost like a kind of a trick question, which they had posed to me. What would they think, if I came up with a perfect dress and high heel combo? Would that be weird, as a man who had been trying so desperately hard to present as only a man? I had been trying to hide Madison for years, so choosing too well for Miss Anthropic could have risked outing me.

But I was excited to make those decisions. As Madison especially, shopping for women’s clothes was such a thrill. I loved designing new looks and ordering new outfits. Doing it for someone else felt like a dream come true, for a workday.

The other interesting thing was that one of the dancers had the exact same measurements as me. She wore the same dress and shoe size as I did as Madison. As I went to order everything, I agonized over whether I should have ordered just one more set of everything for myself.

I probably could have even ordered it on the work credit card as well and claimed it as a work expense.

But I didn’t do it. I only ordered three outfits. I thought that I could maybe buy the same for myself again, as a Christmas gift, but the thought left me with a twinge of sadness.

The outfits which I had bought for Miss Anthropic and her dancers were made to be seen. It was for them to stomp around our bar and dance in front of strangers and to entertain and bring joy. If I wore it, it would be to be alone in my apartment. It felt wrong.

So I only ordered outfits for the performers. But they were things of beauty. It was a velvety Mrs Claus outfit, a short dress in a deep and sultry and slightly velvety red. On the model, the hem of the dress stopped only a few inches down her thighs, and the deep V-cut of the neckline exposed a generous amount of cleavage.

The sleeves were long and slightly loose towards the end, giving it a flowy quality. It had a hood with a festive white bobble on the top. That white was mirrored around the neckline, wrist cuffs, and dress hem, where each of them had a pure white fluffy trim of soft fur.

I was sold on the dress by the corset that wrapped around it. I loved a corset, so one being a part of a dress felt exceptionally fun to me. The Mrs Claus outfit came with a black, slightly shiny and leathery looking corset, which wound around the midriff of the dress and laced at the front. I liked that. It was as if the whole dress was a present, waiting to be unwrapped.

That black corset was the inspiration for the shoes which I paired the dress with. I had found a pair of black boots, in a similar shiny leather finish. They were thigh high, with a pointed toe, and a super narrow heel. They claimed to be four inches on the website, but I could have sworn they looked nearer five inches in the pictures.

Part of me worried that Miss Anthropic or the other girls might have struggled to dance in those boots, but the videos Anthony had sent me left me feeling pretty confident that she could handle it.

My vision was that the top of those boots ended probably six inches below the hem of the dress, so there would be a sexy flash of flesh between the two, which would likely become more exaggerated and sultry as she danced.

I was pretty proud of the look, I couldn’t lie. But that reawakened the sadness again. I wished it could have been mine. But it wasn’t. And, realistically, considering I wanted to keep Madison hidden, it couldn’t have been mine. I needed to stop thinking about that.

Everything had been ordered to my apartment. I had about ten packages of outfits and props and everything else I could imagine all turning up to my place. I had to organize my shifts the following week around those delivery dates. That itself was a little upsetting as well, as it meant that I’d be at home alone, but I’d not be able to be Madison, if I was waiting for deliveries to turn up.

Or, I wondered for a moment, would it mean that? Or could I spend a day as Madison, even if the delivery people were arriving?

Whenever a package came to my apartment, the delivery person would buzz my door number, I’d let them in, and they’d leave whatever it was inside the secure hallway. From there, I had to go downstairs and collect it. In my whole time living in my apartment, I don’t think I ever actually saw a delivery person once.

So maybe it would be achievable. Maybe I could stay as Madison on my days off, waiting for those packages. The only thing was, it meant that I would have to go downstairs to those deliveries, still dressed as her.

That was a big deal. I generally didn’t even get particularly close to my windows when I was dressed up. I was so deeply afraid of anyone seeing me and somehow having even the slightest idea that I spent my time dressed as a girl. I never even considered the idea of letting myself be seen by a stranger, so walking out into my hallway as Madison was a huge and, quite frankly, insane step.

I pondered that over my next few work shifts, as I awaited the day on which my first set of packages was due for delivery. I must have been overthinking it a fair bit, as Mollie all but snapped me out of a trance as we were setting up the bar once again.

“Good catch up, Matty.”

“Huh?” I asked, a little bewildered.

“Did you even know I was talking?” Mollie asked back.

“Oh god, I’m sorry, I wasn’t here at all,” I admitted, wiping down the bar.

“You’re telling me,” Mollie agreed. “Everything okay?”

I hung the cloth back on its hook and came around to the same side that Mollie was on.

“Yeah, totally. Just making sure I got everything ready that Anthony asked for.”

I was partly telling the truth. I was somewhat thinking about the preparation for the Miss Anthropic show, it was just that I was wondering whether I could collect all of the necessary parts whilst dressed as a woman.

“Oh yeah!” Mollie’s voice sounded suddenly more lively. “How did all of that go? Did you get everything? Need any help?”

“Honestly, I think I’ve got it. Although it’d be good if I can send you some photos of everything so you can run it all by Anthony,” I suggested.

“Totally!” Mollie said. “What did you get?”

I explained my orders and the playlist I had created. I tried exceptionally hard not to make it sound like I was either jealous of or too enthusiastic about anything. Even though I was jealous of the outfit I had been very enthusiastic about my music choices.

“Wow,” Mollie finally replied, after I had explained everything. “You didn’t miss a thing.”

“Tried not to,” I confirmed. “Do you think Anthony is gonna be happy with it?”

“Absolutely!” Mollie assured me. “He normally doesn’t actually get an assistant with his shows, so I think he’ll mostly just be thrilled that he managed to delegate some of the work, this time.”

“Glad to hear it. I’m kind of excited for it,” I tentatively told Mollie.

“You and me both! You’ve never seen a Miss Anthropic show, have you?” she asked.

“Never.”

“You’re gonna love it.”

I was sure that I would. I had loved every drag show that had come to our bar. Obviously, the chance to learn the tricks of the trade was always invaluable, never more so than with the upcoming Miss Anthropic show. I’d never been so involved in a drag show in my life.

But it was more than that. I loved the theatrics and the music and the choreography. Most of all though, I loved seeing someone be so authentically themselves.

I could never imagine having that level of confidence. To see a person so comfortably expressing themself as a woman, yet who was openly male in other facets of their life. It was unbelievable to me. I truly wished I could do that. I was so jealous.

Jealous was maybe an ugly word for what I felt. Jealousy implied that I didn’t want the drag queens who came to Finn’s to have what they had. It wasn't that at all. I was overwhelmingly impressed and full of admiration for all of those girls. I simply wanted to have what they had as well.

Not necessarily as a drag queen. Not necessarily under any label. I just wanted to be able to live life to the fullest extent as Madison. That was all I truly wanted from life.

That thought had been getting me down more and more. It was weird, I figured that moving away from home and being able to spend more time as Madison would be amazing. I thought it would scratch that itch and every day would be fun and thrilling.

And it was. It was just that it also left more of a hole every time the day ended and I had to change back to being Matt. My life had begun to feel like some kind of giant needle on a dial, with two ends which read “Matt” and “Madison.”

If I spent the day as Madison, the needle would swing her way. Then, when I changed back to Matt, the needle would head back over to his side. But it was like that needle was being forcibly held on the Matt side, rather than just resting there. So when I could finally let go - finally stop being Matt - the needle shot over into the Madison half.

And the needle wouldn’t just stop there. It would go further than it had ever been before. It pushed into new and uncharted territory each time I had to spend time as Matt, and then I could release the needle into Madison’s world. Every time I was Matt, I needed more than ever to be Madison again.

Which is what led me more and more to believe that maybe spending the day as Madison, as I awaited those deliveries in my apartment, was the right thing to do.

I loved being Madison. It was my outright favorite thing in life. More or less every decision I had made since I first discovered her seemed to have only been made to facilitate her existence. I moved away from home to not have to hide her from my parents any more. I got a job at Finn’s to be able to fund her lifestyle. I found my own place to explore what her existence truly meant.

And what it meant was everything. Being Madison was such an integral part of my life. I had lived in abject fear of her being discovered and then being ridiculed and ostracized for her being a part of me. But I couldn’t keep living like that. The needle could only be held back for so long.

I was distant for the rest of the shift. Mollie's voice was a vague hum. The clink of glasses and the laughter of drinkers all faded into the background. I kept weighing up in my mind what my thoughts actually meant. What it all defined me as and who I truly was. Mollie and I chatted off and on, and I kept a friendly face for our customers, but I was gone. I was totally lost in myself.

When I finally got home in the early morning, I kicked off all of my guy clothes and immediately went to my underwear drawer. I pulled out a pale pink bra and panty set. The panties had a black lace trim around the waistband, and the bra had the same trim around the top of the cups. It was a cute set, but for some reason it had been relegated to being my sleeping underwear.

I tucked, put my tucking underwear and shapewear on, and then put my bra and panties on. I generally didn’t sleep in a corset, nor with my breastplate, as they could get kind of hot under a comforter. Still though, I slept in shapewear, and stuffed my bra with some older breast forms I had bought when I first moved.

The same drawer also contained my pajamas. I had a few different sets, and that night I was feeling a striped pink and white romper. It was a one piece made of what always felt a lot like silk to me. It was apparently cotton, but I liked to pretend that it wasn’t.

I slipped into the pajamas, tied its string behind my back, and sprayed some lavender room fragrance into my room. The spray was great. Lavender was meant to help you sleep better, plus it made my apartment smell feminine. It was the perfect combo.

Yet all of a sudden, I didn’t want to sleep. The whole drive home, I’d been unable to silence the thoughts in my head which had been revolving around, so relentlessly. Who the hell was Matt and who the hell was Madison?

Did that even matter? That was the real question I should have been asking myself at that stupid hour. It was way too big of a question to be resolved after a shift at a bar. But there was one thing that I could at least resolve.

Solving at least one part of the equation of who I was would probably help me sleep better. That was the main thing in my mind. So I decided that I should figure out what I’d wear, when I was waiting for those packages to arrive.

That was a bigger question than it sounded, as well. Probably ninety-five percent of Madison’s clothes were overtly dressy and flashy and almost ridiculously feminine.

My wardrobe was stuffed to the brim with pinks and floral patterns and frilly materials. There were dresses and skirts and high heels. I owned revealing necklines, short hems, and exposed shoulders. What I rarely thought to purchase was anything modest or moderate or demure.

Generally, that was a fine thing. In day to day life, Madison was not seen. I made it my absolute mission for her to not be seen. But with that being about to change, as slight as that change was going to be, I still needed to find something vaguely appropriate.

If there was a risk that I might be seen, I had to find something that wasn’t a hot pink party dress or a skin tight skirt.

Admittedly, it was a slim chance that I would be seen. My apartment block was very quiet. Even on a Friday night or when I figured people should be coming or going on their way to or from work. I didn’t even know if I’d actually met any of my neighbors. I certainly hoped that I wouldn’t on my next day off.

After discounting the majority of my clothes from the running for my next potential day off outfit, I had finally managed to lock in on one vaguely appropriate set of clothes. I was ready for my first adventure outside of my apartment.
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That was maybe more lofty sounding than it actually was. I was only going into my hallway, just outside my apartment. And I was only doing it if I was absolutely certain that the coast was clear. But, still, it was a big step for me. I’d never even considered doing anything that bold as Madison in her whole life.

I managed to sleep and I all but willed away the next shift that stood between me and my next day off. It was fine and entirely uneventful. Mollie wasn’t on that shift, and so I talked to Liam and Simon about anything that wasn’t the upcoming drag show, as I already couldn’t get it out of my mind.

When the day off finally came, I had all kinds of different emotions coursing through me. I was naturally excited, as I was on any day that I got to be Madison, but this time the excitement was so much more tangible.

Previously, there was a hint of sadness to my excitement. The sudden realization of the limits of who I could be as Madison felt like they were a boundary which was closing in on me. That day, however, I was stepping outside.

A bit.

So excitement was the primary feeling. But then there was a huge part of me that was scared to death. Madison had been such a well kept and well guarded secret for my whole life. The idea of openly parading that secret out in potential sight of the world felt like it went completely against everything I had ever done.

I had honestly never been so scared about anything. I hadn’t been that scared about moving away from home or starting work in a city I didn’t know. The last time I had felt nerves that fierce were the first time I bought clothes for Madison.

Even then, that wasn’t as intense as the feeling I had on my day off. At least, when I was buying those clothes, I had excuses in mind. I had lies ready, in case somebody did catch me. I would have said they were a gift for a cousin. Everyone in my hometown had cousins. It was an easy get-out.

But being actually seen wearing women’s clothes? There was no real lie that could answer for that. What would I say? It was a dare? I’d fallen over and landed face first in two hundred dollars worth of beauty products? As if.

My hands were genuinely shaking after I had got out of the shower and I was collecting all of my clothes for the day. My most casual outfit that I could muster.

What I had assembled started with the black turtleneck again. It was easily the most modest item of clothing I owned. It also had the added bonus of hiding my Adam’s apple. It wasn’t very pronounced but, as I was risking being seen by strangers, I was sure as hell that I wasn’t going to leave any hints that Madison was a guy. Or that I dressed as a girl. I wasn’t sure which way around that was.

With the sweater, I had paired some skinny jeans in a similar shade of black. Back home, the idea of skinny jeans hadn’t even really reached us. If you were wearing jeans, they were going over boots. Skinny jeans didn’t stretch that wide.

My pair barely stretched at all. I watched what I ate and I exercised enough to stay slim. That was a blessing, as otherwise those jeans never would have fit me. When I pulled them on, they looked as if they had been painted on me. They were more or less another layer of skin, from just above my ankles to my waist.

They were quite high-waisted, in that they sat just above my hips, meaning they also sat above my shapewear. For that reason, they made me look sort of curvy. They somehow both covered everything but also left nothing to the imagination.

I slid a thin belt through the loops on the jeans, and that was more or less the outfit complete. The belt was narrow and tan brown. It had some copper colored, large circular studs along its leather strap, which made it look a touch more feminine. Though the belt was already far slimmer than any belt I’d ever seen on a man anyway, admittedly.

The same jewelry I had worn before - the flower necklace, alternating gold bracelet, and rings - felt appropriate again for a casual outfit, so I stuck with those. The last decision I had made was the shoes.

So much of me wanted to wear high heels with my outfit. I had picked out a simple black pair of high heels, patent stilettos with a pointed toe, but eventually decided against them. Well, not fully, I was still going to wear them around my apartment, but I was going to change when I went downstairs to the deliveries.

Instead, I was going to wear a pair of flats. It was almost heresy for Madison to even consider wearing shoes without heels, but it felt more appropriate for a girl on her day off.

The flats in question were still incredibly pretty. They were kind of like loafers, but lower profile. They were a black suede, with a thin sole, and a rounded toe. They covered about a third of the way up my foot, and were finished with a cute penny-loafer kind of detail. Two pairs of horizontal pieces of suede, to seal the deal.

My makeup was a similar battle of restraint. My previous day-off-makeup felt like an okay jumping-off point, as that hadn’t been too crazy. I still coated my cheeks in blusher and painted my eyes with the same pink and white. I admittedly also still used false lashes and copious amounts of mascara, as I felt naked without them.

This time though, I went for a matte red lipstick. It wasn’t overly bold, and instead looked more like the kind of thing a girl might actually wear as part of a more casual and natural look. My whole makeup together wasn’t totally casual or natural, but it was more like those things than Madison usually would have gone for.

It was hard for me to try and do a look that was totally ‘natural’ though. I was, at the end of the day, a man. Being Madison was just fantasy to me, as much as I loved it. As much as I felt like a woman and as much as I believed that I behaved and, to a degree, thought like a woman, I was still just playing dress-up.

I still had masculine features and, if I wasn’t careful, masculine tendencies. I needed a certain amount of makeup, just to try and bury those features. I wanted to wear heels as they helped emphasize my feminine movements and traits. And I liked that.

With my wig on and my makeup complete, I looked at myself in the mirror. I looked like a woman. I always did, in my opinion, the one question that I always asked myself though, was did I look like me?

I thought that maybe I should have passed as a woman. If I was seen by a stranger, I liked to think that they wouldn’t realize that I was a man, under all of that makeup and in all of my clothes and shapewear. The thing I wasn’t sure about, was whether that would still be the case if somebody I knew saw me.

Having grown up as a crossdresser in a small town, I was dead certain that, if somebody saw me as Madison, they’d still see Matt. It was such a tiny and nosy and close-minded place that most people knew each other’s business. If there was suddenly a new teenage girl in town, people would find that weird. It probably wouldn’t take them long to have one look at her and realize her secret. My secret.

That feeling haunted me, even hundreds of miles away from home. I was still gripped with fear that somebody would see me as Madison and know it was me. As irrational as it was, that was why I didn’t even generally go near my windows. I pictured a group of the boys from school just happening to walk by and glance in, just as I was finishing my lipstick. The idea haunted me.

I didn’t even dare consider what probably would have happened if my dad ever caught wind of what I was doing either, when he was out at work.

So it was no real wonder that I was so paranoid about going out into my hallway. All of my conditioning as Madison up until that point was to be ashamed of her and afraid of the potential consequences of her being discovered.

In the mirror, I checked for potential flaws in my armor. I searched for ways in which a person might be able to tell that Madison was a guy.

I ruffled my wig with my fingertips to make it look more alive. I fixed a bit of my lipstick that I felt was maybe uneven. I pulled my jeans as high as they would possibly go, trying to ensure that it looked like there was absolutely nothing between my legs.

And then I ran out of ideas of what to do. I was so rapt with the thought of leaving the apartment that I didn’t know what to do until I was leaving the apartment. So I just sat. I sat on my little couch near my bed, and I waited.

Mercifully, I didn’t have to wait long. I must have been sitting around anxiously for about twenty minutes, by the time that my intercom finally buzzed.

I nervously rose to my feet and approached the phone mounted to the wall. On the small screen next to the phone, I could see a man holding a package. I was all of a sudden extremely relieved that the intercom cameras were one-way only. If I wanted to back out of my plan, I still had time.

But the one thing I had somehow neglected to consider was how I was going to answer the phone. If I answered as Matt and then came downstairs as Madison, what would the delivery guy think if he saw me? Was that me potentially outing myself before I even stepped foot outside.

So I did something crazy. I tried my female voice for the first time.

I didn’t know what came over me. I had practiced it endlessly, since I first learned about how to do it at Finn’s. I had talked to myself for hours. I had recorded clips of my voice and played them back and tried to fix the mistakes afterwards. I had honed that skill.

But I had never used it where another person could hear me.

“H-hello?” I stammered into the mouthpiece.

I screwed up my face as soon as I did it. I sounded so nervous and awkward. I had no idea if I had even sounded remotely feminine, in that mess of a word.

“Package for M. Taylor,” the man spoke, far more clearly.

M. Taylor. My perfect plan for my packages. Secretly, they were addressed to Madison, but if I had to go to the collection place and get my packages as Matt, then nobody would have been any the wiser. Genius.

“Thank you,” I replied, pushing my voice to its absolute limits, by saying two consecutive words in my most girlish tone to a stranger.

I pressed the buzzer and heard the click of the door through the intercom unit. On screen, I watched as the delivery guy entered my building, dropped the package, and then left again.

But I didn’t go down to collect it straight away. I stared at the screen and waited and waited. Then, I waited. At first, it was to make sure the man had definitely left. And then it was to make sure he didn’t return with a second package for a neighbor or anything. And then it was just nerves.

The idea of leaving my apartment had suddenly become very real. This was the exact moment that Madison went from some wild figment of my imagination to her actually visiting reality. Leaving my flat opened me up to being seen and suddenly actually existing to somebody other than myself.

I was still holding the intercom phone in my hand. There had been nothing but silence from the other end for a few minutes and the screen showed nothing but a dull gray, black and white image of my street outside.

It was as if the intercom was some source of comfort to me. I felt I was still in control, holding that thing. I could see and hear if anybody was around. As long as I was at the intercom, I knew it was safe to be Madison. I knew the coast was clear.

As soon as I was to hang up the intercom though, that was it. I was on my own. If I left my apartment as Madison, then I just had to hope beyond hope that nobody was there to see me.

And yet I had to do it. Not because I had to pick that delivery up then and there - I hadn’t seen any notes about people stealing anything from our apartments for a while - but because I felt like my whole life had suddenly been leading to that exact moment. Like everything that had built Madison as a part of my life was going to be cemented as truth, if I just left my apartment.

So I did it. I spent a few moments longer, lingering at the intercom screen, and then I put the receiver down. I closed my eyes and listened. It didn’t sound like there was anybody in the hallway. The world sounded quiet. My apartment was as empty as ever.

That was what I wanted to be away from. The empty quiet of my apartment. Not that I wanted to experience the hustle and bustle of the city, but I just wanted to be Madison. And that couldn’t happen if she was trapped in my apartment forever.

I moved as if I was in some kind of trance. I wandered to the door, my suede loafers gently patting on the floor as I moved. A rare departure from the usual noise of my high heels whenever I otherwise walked.

My hand was on the door chain. It slid with great hesitancy out of its slot, and it jangled as it fell. The sound suddenly felt deafening, like it was some bell to sound an alarm that I, Matt, was about to walk out into my hallway in makeup and a wig. I was scared to death.

Yet I kept going. My hand was on the door handle, now. My fingers wrapped around the cool metal. I closed my eyes again and listened. I breathed. I felt my heart race.

I had never been so nervous. There were a couple of times as a kid and a teenager when I thought I was going to get caught. When I had to sprint through my house as I heard a key in a door, or if I suspected one of my parents was getting out of bed during a late-night dressing session. But this was different.

This was entirely self-imposed. I had every choice and chance to not do what I was about to do. It was my decision to be this afraid. It was my decision to potentially ruin my whole life by being caught dressed as a woman. And still, I wanted to make this decision.

The handle turned, pressing down in my palm. The door clicked as it unlatched, and then it gently popped out of the frame towards me.

I opened it just a crack. The most imperceptible amount. It was enough to hear the hallway and to slightly cast my gaze out into it. Enough, I hoped, that meant that I could see out and nobody could see in and witness me and what I was doing. I waited again.

There was nobody there. There rarely was anybody there, otherwise I probably wouldn’t have even considered doing what I was about to do. When I was convinced that I was completely safe, I did it.

I opened the door.

Not with any force or real gusto. I still gently pulled the door further and further towards me, hiding my body behind it the whole time. If anybody saw me, it probably would have looked very odd - only a woman’s eye and part of her forehead, peering out from behind her front door and staring out into the corridor.

Or, at least, I hoped they’d have seen a woman.

The hallway was empty. I was now convinced of this. Now all I had to do was walk out into it. I took another deep breath and willed my heart to stop racing. It was only serving to make me more tense, if such a thing was possible.

I stepped out from behind the door. I was now visible. Anybody who walked past my apartment would have been able to see me. I had officially publicly outed myself as Madison. All there was now left to do was keep that up until I retrieved the delivery.

It was a one minute walk there and back, at most. But that still felt almost insurmountable. It was such a long window of opportunity for somebody to come by and see me as Madison. But I had to do it.

So I stepped a foot out into the hallway. A delicate, women's loafer-clad foot. It suddenly left like everything I had ever wanted to do was being fulfilled. I knew that I wanted to do this - to exist as Madison somewhere other than my dreams - but to actually now be doing that was unbelievable.

My heart had somehow started beating faster. I didn’t think it could be possible, considering the rate it had been at for the past five minutes, but it was. It had become real. My first venture into the world, dressed as a woman, was actually happening.

But not without my keys. I had suddenly - and thankfully - realized that I wasn’t holding my keys. I had become so wrapped up in the fear and excitement of leaving that I hadn’t given myself a way to get back into my apartment after I left. That would have been too much adventure for my first outing.

That oversight was almost enough to stop me from going through with my plan. If I could have forgotten my keys, what else could I have not considered about the idea of going out of my apartment as a woman?

Though, by then, I had been standing at the open door for almost two minutes, just presenting Madison to the hallway. I had come that far, it would have been a waste to not go all the way.

I finally did it. I went outside.
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My loafer touched down in the hallway again, and then my second loafer followed. My front door started to close behind me, the heavy fire door mechanism shutting me out of the safe space I had carved for myself through years of wanting one.

And now I was out of it. The automatic lock had clicked behind me and I was out of my safety. I was in the real world, where anything could happen and anyone could see me and Madison would have to be a part of society. It was a terrifying premise. And yet not enough to stop me.

I was moving through the hall with so much focus on my movement and my body and my presentation. I had spent an enormous amount of time over the years, considering how to feminize my body language and the way that I moved and acted. This was like I was suddenly doing finals in a feminization degree.

If anybody saw me, I needed them to see a woman. I wanted them to see me as the person I wanted them to see me as. I wanted them to believe in Madison, and feel her feminine energy. I wanted her to be real.

Each step was short and considered, the way I had practiced time and time again, from the unsure times in my childhood bedroom, through to my adult life as Madison in my new apartment. A huge part of me wanted to simply run. To rush through the hallway, down the stairs, and then hurry back to my apartment. To get it over with as quickly as possible.

That wasn’t the point, though. I was doing this for Madison. I was doing this for me. This wasn’t something to rush. It was something to savor and enjoy and gain some kind of courage and strength from.

Which was exactly what I did. Or, at least, tried to do. My heart hadn’t slowed down at all, but my body movements had. I was walking with purpose. I felt the hallway through the thin soles of my flats. I enjoyed the sensation of the skintight jeans as I strutted, and I held onto the feeling of my hair bouncing above my shoulders as I moved.

It was incredible. The further I got from my apartment, from my safety and security, the better I felt. It was liberating. I was a woman. I was outside, as a woman, living life in a way I had previously only ever dreamed of. I continued to the stairwell door, opened it up, and moved onto the concrete steps.

My loafers slapped on the new material, and I couldn't help but smile. I’d never have smiled at the sound of my shoes as a man. There was no chance something as simple would have brought me joy in a pair of sneakers. But to know that the sound was coming from the sort of shoes I’d always wished that I could wear every day of my life was incredible.

I was at the ground floor door, now. I hadn’t seen anybody and nobody had seen me. But I wasn’t in the clear yet. I still had to get to the front door, then back up the stairwell and into my apartment again.

The ground floor was empty as well, so I cautiously stepped out and began my walk again. My hips swayed and my strides were short and feminine. I felt so empowered by this. By being myself in a way I had never felt before.

I was at the front door. I could see my delivery, but I could also see the street beyond, through the glass in the window. I had never been so close to reality, as Madison. Life was out there. I could see the world and it could see me. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

The package was on its own, so I grabbed it, checked the name, and started making my way back. I had already started rearranging my keys in my hand to get the front door key ready to let me back in. I was still a good twenty seconds away from being at the door, but I didn’t want to risk getting caught outside any longer than I needed to be.

While I was enjoying myself, I was still agonizingly aware of how dangerous it was to be doing what I was doing. I was still risking completely outing myself to anybody who saw me. So, as blissful as it was to be out as Madison, it was still absolutely terrifying.

My apartment door was within eyeshot now. I moved towards it, my pace increasing just a little as I saw that big white sign of safety. I extended my arm and the key slotted into the lock as it had done so many times before.

This time though, my hand was shaking ever so slightly. My nerves were evident in every facet of my body, inside and out. I heard the door unlock, and it pushed away from me into my safe house.

I had done it. I had existed as a woman, somewhere other than in the secrecy of my home. Sure, it was only a private hallway, but that felt huge. I had fully offered myself up to the world as a woman. I had said to the world that I was Madison, and that she was real.

All of a sudden, I was sad that it had ended. The walk was over. My public outing was no more. I had spent the whole time being wracked with fear and nerves that I wasn’t sure if I had truly spent any time actually enjoying myself.

I spent a moment trying to steady my nerves. They were completely shot. My hands were visibly shaking and my breathing was unsteady at best. My mind was now racing, thinking over what I had done.

What had I just done?

I had taken Madison outside and put myself at risk of discovery. I had put myself up against my biggest fear.

I tried to replay each moment in my mind. Not for the enjoyment of the experience but, rather, because I wanted to mentally check that I hadn’t seen anybody else. I closed my eyes and tried to recall every exact detail of everything that had happened.

Nobody was outside my door. Nobody was in the hallway. Nobody was in the stairwell. There was nobody outside.

There was nobody.

I had done it. I had managed to go outside as Madison and the world hadn’t all come to an abrupt end. Everything was fine. Except for me. I was still a wreck. I was still petrified and feeling as if I was waiting for reality to hit me like a ton of bricks. Which was only made worse when the intercom buzzed once again.

The noise literally made me jump. My arms shot in the air and my grip let go of the package which I had been holding. It landed on the floor with a gentle crunch of soft plastic, which made me hopeful that maybe nothing in there had been breakable.

I wasn’t ready to go again. I absolutely had not overcome the first outing. Two of them, back to back like this, was probably going to be enough to kill me. But the buzzer rang for a second time. I wasn’t going to be let off lightly.

Clearing my throat about four or five times, I approached the intercom once again.

“Hello?” I spoke much more clearly on this attempt.

“Yes, hello miss, I have a delivery for M. Taylor.”

The man on the other end of the line sounded upbeat and excitable. I couldn’t place his accent at all but I liked it, seeing as how it had just called me “miss.”

“That’s me!” I responded, the excitement in my voice now just as audible. “I’ll buzz you in.”

Being called “miss” had bolstered my confidence in a way in which I had never anticipated. My entire fear of the day had revolved around somebody seeing me and not seeing Madison but, rather, seeing Matt.

For my voice to have convinced somebody that I was a woman was not something that I had expected. I had never tried my voice on anybody other than myself, and I was never that certain that I sounded like anything other than a man who had inhaled helium.

Once again, I watched the man pop into the entryway of my apartment block, drop the package, and then leave. Also once again, I held the phone for a few moments longer, waiting to see if there were any other signs of life out there, in the real world outside my apartment.

There was nobody. It was a quiet weekday. It was maybe the safest day I could ever have picked for all of these deliveries to arrive. So I prepared myself again to head down. I checked myself in the mirror, hiked my jeans up as high as I could, and swept my hair so it was more evenly over my shoulders. I was ready.

The rest of the block was deserted again, which seemed to steady my nerves. Somehow, despite the first outing having only happened moments ago, this second trip had already felt easier. I was less obsessive over the way I was moving. I was less tense. I was actually kind of enjoying the experience of being out of my apartment.

And that was the way the rest of the day went. Five of the eight deliveries I ordered arrived throughout that morning and afternoon. By the third delivery, I was calm. By the fourth, I was almost willing some guy to see me when he walked past the big glass door at the front of our building. For delivery five, I strutted through the hallways like I owned the place. It was heaven.

The whole experience felt transformative. I had started the day so stressed and tense about the idea of going outside of my apartment or being seen. In fact, that was an understatement - I had spent my whole life afraid of going outside or being seen.

But after five trips, five times facing my fears, that fear was starting to dissipate.

It wasn’t gone. There was no chance that I could have outright stepped out of my front door and walked to work, as Madison. That fear was still deeply ingrained in my mind. One day of bravery wasn’t going to undo a decade of conditioning. Of the knowledge that I should be ashamed of what I was doing

I didn’t leave the apartment again for the rest of the day. I stayed as Madison and I relaxed and enjoyed myself. But there was a part of me which did have some bizarre desire to do it again.

There had been something so liberating about being out in the world as the me that I wanted to be. I had never once dreamed that I would actually be able to have the courage to do what I had done that day.

Sure, it wasn’t a particularly big deal. People left their apartment every day. Anthony performed a drag show, dressed as a woman who he called Miss Anthropic, and he did that in front of countless strangers. I had dressed as a woman in front of precisely nobody, other than my own reflection.

But it felt like an enormous step. What that step was towards, I didn’t precisely know. I had no idea what the end goal had been for being outside as Madison. I had all of these things that I wanted to do as her - getting my nails done, hanging out with women and being a part of their conversation, shopping for clothes - but I didn’t know if any of those were things I could ever actually do.

So it was a step, but a step into the dark. Although at least it was a step that I had enjoyed. Even if nothing came of what I had done that day, at least it was something I knew I could do and I could enjoy.

The rest of the day was simply spent organizing the things which I had ordered for Anthony. I now had a few show props, some Christmas candies and, most notably, the costumes I had ordered for him.

Those costumes were incredible. They had looked good in the photos but - and somewhat surprisingly - it looked even better in real life. I was worried that I had overspent, and that it was going to be cheap material in some trashy color. But it wasn’t. It was vibrant and deeply saturated in the festive red, and pure, snow white in the trims. The corset looked sexy and sturdy, and the bobble on the hood was cute and fluffy.

The boots were even better. I unboxed them - just to check they had arrived undamaged - and I was in love. They were so sexy. Their heels were so narrow and tall and the material of the body ran so high. I held one of them up against my leg, and the top of the boot stopped exactly where I would have wanted it to on my own thigh.

It took a lot of restraint not to try them on. I went back and forth, over whether or not to do it, for an embarrassing amount of time. The costume and boots weren’t cheap. As Finn’s were paying for the majority of the stuff I had ordered for Anthony, he insisted we got the good stuff. I couldn’t turn down the offer to do some shopping outside of my own price range, so I did as he asked.

But that meant that now I was in possession of three separate Mrs Claus outfits and pairs of boots which I’d never justifiably have been able to pay for, for myself. I wondered for a moment whether those boots could be a Christmas present for Madison, whether that was finally the answer for what I wanted. But I wasn’t sure that even then I could justify the price tag.

Eventually, I talked myself down from the idea of trying anything on. It felt like a betrayal of trust. After I had finally started buying my own clothes, and stopped needing to steal my mom’s stuff, I had a real crisis of conscience about having even taken her stuff in the first place.

For years, I had relied on wearing my mom’s clothes, to express that proto-version of Madison. In hindsight, that just felt strange and wrong. It was such an intrusion of her privacy and space. I never would have done it, if I had any other way of accessing girl’s clothes when I was younger. I sort of did it out of necessity, I guessed.

So now, as an adult, the idea of stealing somebody else’s clothes - even clothes they didn’t technically own yet - felt wrong. I couldn’t do it. As much as I desperately wanted to wear the stuff I was now looking after, I refused to. I felt like that was a sign of moral maturity, not least seeing as how everything was exactly in my size.

I simply packed everything away again, in with the other similar items, and I hung out as Madison. I had been outside as her. That was enough. Wearing a new outfit wasn’t anywhere near as important as that.

The rest of the day disappeared, as it always did as Madison. I wore a couple of different outfits of my own, played with styling my wig, and wondered whether anyone did actually see me during the day.

As the evening began to set in, I found myself at the window. It was something I had never done before - normally I would be as far from any glazing as possible, if I was wearing a dress. But I had been bolstered with confidence that day.

Looking out on the city, or what little I could see of it from my second storey apartment, I felt as if something had changed within me, ever so slightly. I didn’t know if it was a growth in confidence or a shrinking of fear, but it was as if being Madison wasn’t such a big deal.

Well, it was a big deal. Madison was still an integral part of who I was. But it wasn’t such a big deal that she and Matt were the same person. I wasn’t in my small town any more. I was in a big city with open minded people and, apparently, a near endless roster of drag queens. Being a boy who liked to wear dresses was no longer the end of the world.

It was just who I was.
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There was some kind of pleasant energy within me at work, the next day. I didn’t know if Mollie had sensed that or something, but it was the first thing she commented on when she walked into the bar to find me pushing chairs back into their rightful positions.

“You seem chipper,” she told me.

“I am chipper,” I agreed. “I think. I’ve never used that word before this exact moment.”

Mollie laughed and helped me right a table which had been pushed askew, presumably during some drunken stumbling the night before.

“Any reason why?” she asked

“No reason. I think I just feel relaxed after my day off.”

It was partially truthful. The day off had been good to me, I just didn’t have the courage to tell Mollie the real reason.

“Well that’s good at least,” Mollie spoke again. “You can make up for the both of us with your upbeat energy.”

“Oh no! Bad date?” I asked.

“Kinda,” she answered. “Like, the date itself was kinda nice. We got dinner and-”

“Wait, sorry,” I interrupted. “Which guy was this?”

“Oh, that Matt guy I matched with a couple weeks ago and got coffee with.”

“Ohh,” I dramatically uttered. “Can’t trust a Matt.”

Mollie laughed before resuming her story.

“So dinner was nice. He paid, though I insisted we split it. Which was kind of a flag cause, it’s like, I can pay for dinner myself and I sort of don’t want to feel like I owe this guy anything. But he wouldn’t have it.”

“That’s tricky,” I agreed. “I mean, a free meal is nice, but I totally get you. Especially if you said you wanted to go halves.”

“I know, right?” Mollie questioned, rhetorically. “But I was having a pretty nice time, so I didn’t want to make a big deal over him maybe just trying to be nice. And anyway, he suggested we went to a bar, and I was all for it.”

“Ohh,” I made the noise with more enthusiasm this time. “The date within a date.”

“A date within a date, exactly,” Mollie repeated. “Which is always a good sign, if we both want things to continue.”

“Wait, he didn’t suggest you came here or something, did he?” I asked.

“God no,” Mollie laughed. “That’s still never happened. I don’t know why I have such a huge fear of that. I know it’s irrational.”

“It’s because I would ruin your date if I was on shift,” I told her. “I would be doing baseball style hand signals to tell you how to run the date.”

“That’s exactly it, you’re right,” Mollie sarcastically agreed.

I shifted my eyes back and forth, then raised two fingers in the air and made a rotational movement with them. Mollie laughed and patted my arm gently as she did it. I always found it endearing when she did that.

“Shut up,” she said after she’d finished laughing.

“I wasn’t talking,” I corrected her. “That was the whole point.”

“Okay, how about shut up now?”

“Fair comment,” I said. “But anyway, what went wrong? With the date?”

“Oh yeah,” Mollie resumed her train of thought. “So the date within a date went well, too. He let me pay for my own drink - but I had to sort of, like, insist - and we had a nice time.”

“But-”

I extended the ‘u’ sound in the word and watched as Mollie’s expression turned to a smile and then a pained grimace.

“But we went back to his and the sex was awful,” she admitted.

“Oh no!” I uttered in genuine disappointment. “Like, so awful you wouldn’t want to date him again?”

“So awful I wouldn’t want to be in the same state as him again,” she rebutted.

“No way.”

“Yes way.”

“Like, how?” I asked. “What could have gone so wrong?”

I couldn’t help but be engrossed at this point. Mollie’s date reviews were a genuine highlight of my workday with her. She’d told me about bad sex before, but nothing this dramatic.

“Ugh, it was just dreadful,” she started. “It was like he didn’t know what he was doing - which would be fine by itself - but then he insisted on still doing shit badly when I tried to communicate that it was bad.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah, for sure, ‘ah.’ I swear to god I was this close to looking at my phone at one point.”

I burst out laughing. I loved the way she told stories about her dates. She never held back with the info, from horrible dating app messages to bad post-date sex. For some guys, they’d probably find it weird, hearing any of their female friends talk about dating and being with a guy so candidly. But I felt the exact opposite.

Maybe part of me was living vicariously through Mollie. The thing that I could never be as Madison was wild and carefree and able to express my feminine energy. Mollie’s dates felt like all of those things and, while they weren’t my life, I still felt some sense of joy in hearing it all from Mollie.

The other thing I couldn’t help but think was that a lot of guys probably wouldn’t ever have this kind of conversation with any of their female friends. Knowing that, by itself, was joyous to me as well.

Despite having to face each day as Matt, somehow my conversations with Mollie made me feel like one of the girls. I had liked that about her the whole time I had known her. She talked to me about guys and dates the same way that I heard her talk to her own female friends.

And not once had Mollie ever questioned that or made a comment. She never made a big deal out of the way we spoke and I was so grateful for all of it. I’d never outright told her, but it probably made her my best friend I’d ever had.

“Mind helping me with the barrel?” Mollie asked, after the laughter had subsided.

Over the course of our conversation we’d managed to do most of the bar setup. All that was left was to get one of the beer lines running again, and then we were open for business.

The night was a busy one, especially for a weeknight. Anthony came by for a drink with a friend, and I got the chance to briefly chat and tell him about everything I’d for his show. He seemed thrilled to have a helping hand, while I was just happy to be behind the scenes of a drag show. Not that I told him that quite so directly.

After that, it felt like no one person sat in the same spot for more than ten minutes. People were coming and going at a rate that Mollie and I could barely keep up with, so it was a blessing both Simon and Liam turned up for the late-shift to join us.

By the time I was home, I was exhausted. I barely had the energy to get changed into my underwear and pajamas.

Obviously I did, though. I didn’t think I’d missed a night in women’s underwear since I left home.

That night, I felt as if I outright passed out. It was as if I closed my eyes and then, the next thing I knew, my alarm was ringing. It was still early, to be fair to myself. I’d set an alarm for eight, meaning I’d only had about seven hours sleep, by the time we’d shut the bar and I’d got home.

Getting up early was vital again that day. My first delivery was due any time from ten in the morning, so I desperately needed to get ready.

I had committed to the idea of collecting packages as Madison for the second time. I had three more deliveries and, seeing as how I absolutely adored the previous day of deliveries, I felt it only right to relive the excitement.

With that in my mind, I was straight out of bed. I was fairly sure my body was on autopilot, the way I had moved to the faucet and started brushing my teeth before I even really knew that I was awake. I was in the shower before I had registered how I got there.

Somehow, every day that I got to spend as Madison still filled me with excitement. Part of me thought that I should have lost that level of enthusiasm, having been away from home for so long.

When I lived with my parents, times as Madison were like gold dust. I could only be her when I knew it was safe, when I knew my parents were away. Sure, they were away a lot, but I was still only Madison on their time.

Now, having been able to spend every waking moment that I was alone as Madison, I thought that maybe I would have been less enthusiastic to be her. Apparently not. And that day, the excitement was once again peaked by the premise of leaving my apartment for those deliveries.

Sure, I could have left my apartment at any moment before then as well. I wasn’t exactly trapped in there - not physically at least. I certainly felt trapped, seeing as how I was crippled with the fear that the whole world would fall apart if anyone saw me as Madison. But I could still leave if I had to.

Which was what was happening that day. I had to leave my apartment.

Seeing as how the previous day had been such a resounding success, I decided to be slightly more adventurous in my outfit. I was going to do my makeup in the same, semi-casual way, with shimmering pink eyes and pouty red lips, but I decided that jeans and flats weren’t for me, any more. They rarely were.

Instead, I pulled out that same black turtleneck sweater, but this time I paired it with my black leather skirt. As it was a special day, seeing as how I was going out of my apartment again, I decided that it was an excuse to wear those favorite nude-pink high heels of mine.

Once I had tucked, got my underwear, shapewear, and breastplate on, I changed into my new and less-casual outfit. I applied my makeup, put my wig in place, accessorized with some jewelry, and puffed a cloud of perfume over myself.

As always, as soon as I was ready, I went over to my full length mirror. I was greeted by Madison, smiling broadly out of the reflection. She was a perpetually happy girl. Nothing seemed to get her down.

I had been a little overzealous in setting my alarm for the time I did, it turned out. I still had about forty minutes until the earliest time that the first package might arrive, so I killed time the way I often did when I was Madison; I took photos of myself.

It was something I had gotten very good at, over the years. I was a mirror-selfie pro, and I’d also managed to get pretty good at setting my cell phone up like it was on a tripod, for more elaborate photoshoots.

The Madison in the mirror smiled sweetly or pouted gently and cocked a hip or leaned into the mirror to emphasize her breasts. Each of these were poses that I had been doing for longer than I could remember. I figured that, over my life, I must have seen the types of selfies that girls took, and just absorbed their body language as my own.

Now, as an adult, I was an expert at mimicking their style. Similarly, I had a mental archive of poses and moves and walks that I liked to do when I was taking photos of myself with the camera timer, or in the little videos I liked to make for myself.

Before I knew it, I had been photographing and videoing myself for a half hour. I hadn’t even had breakfast. I’d prioritized a photoshoot over my need to eat. Not that I minded.

It was sort of a shame, looking at the photos I had just taken. They were beautiful. I looked so good in some of them, like a natural woman who was born to be in front of the camera. But then I knew that they were just going to sit in some locked folder on my cell phone, only ever to be appreciated by me.

Not that I knew who I wanted to appreciate them. I figured that I just had some sense of pride in how I looked and felt as Madison. I just couldn’t share that sense with anyone.

There were various online communities I had found, since moving out of my parents’ home, that I found myself gravitating towards. Communities for crossdressers and trans girls and drag queens. These were places where participants would excitedly share photos and discuss their lifestyles and share advice.

I never truly felt like I could be a part of any of those communities, though. Firstly, I still wasn’t sure which category I fell into. I leaned more towards the idea that I was a crossdresser, purely by virtue of the fact that I was Madison only for myself. I didn’t perform as her and I didn’t live as her. That sort of limited who or what I was.

But even then, if I did decide that I was a crossdresser, I still felt like I couldn’t join that online subculture. One of the last things I could ever imagine doing was sharing photos of myself online. I could barely even walk to my own window. I wasn’t about to out myself to the whole world via the internet.

So all I could do was look on with slight envy, as the girls who did post in those communities made friends and lived their lives in a way I could only dream of. I’m sure I could have fitted in in those places, I just never gave myself the chance. I couldn’t.

It was strange how many of my days as Madison had recently been twinged with this kind of sadness. Every day as her used to be pure excitement. Recently, they had been introspective and a little somber.

That day though, of all days, it should have been exciting. I had loved my first ventures out of my apartment. I needed to hold onto that above all else. If every day as Madison ended up morose, if I spent them all considering the things that I didn’t have, I would never have enjoyed being her. And being her was an integral part of my life.

My slump was eventually broken by the sound of the intercom. I was halfway through a poached egg on toast, and I all but threw my cutlery down onto the kitchen side when it sounded. I rushed to the phone on the wall, clearing my throat as I went.

“Good morning,” I spoke into the phone, clearly and merrily.

I had been practicing my voice all morning. I had been speaking to myself as I went about my morning routine, probably sounding like a madwoman. But it was important preparation for this exact moment.

“Morning,” the voice from the other end called back, less merrily. “I’ve got a delivery for M. Taylor.”

“Madison, that’s me,” I excitedly announced, maybe with a slight sense of pride. “Just leave it inside.”

“Sure.”

The delivery woman pushed the door as I pressed the release. I watched her disappear from the camera’s field of view, and then reappear without the package, as she left.

Wasting no time, I went to my front door. I was already holding my keys in my hand this time, although for some reason I still felt like I needed to double check I had them. I couldn’t justify it, but I looked at the keys in my hand, as if to ensure they were actually mine. As if somehow I might have just picked up some completely random keys that wouldn’t have unlocked my door, despite not owning any other keys.

After a quick assessment of the hallway, I was ready to go again. I stepped my high heel out from the safety of my apartment. The four inch block touched the floor and, for the first time, the shoe was in alien territory. I had never worn high heels outside of the privacy of my home in my life.

I liked it.

The walk to and from the front door was safe once again. Nobody saw me, but the thrill of the adventure was still just as sweet as the previous time. The second delivery was the same, my voice held out, and nobody discovered me.

Each journey into the outside world had bolstered my confidence. Each time that I had left the safety of my home and found that nothing had gone wrong, the outside world felt safer for it. I was beginning to really not mind the idea of Madison existing somewhere other than my apartment. I just wished I knew how to make it happen.

With only one last delivery left to wait for, I decided to put a movie on. It was something I had seen a bunch of times before - this chick flick that was like comfort food for Madison - but that never seemed to get old. Plus I didn’t want to have to put my full attention into whatever I was watching, as I was too excitable about going outside one last time.

Eventually, the buzzer sounded for the final time. I was over there like a shot.

“Good afternoon, Madison speaking,” I said, trying to make the most of my final chance to practice my voice on a stranger.

“Hi Madison,” the voice spoke through the receiver, a woman again. “I’ve got a delivery for your apartment.”

“That’s great, thank you. Please can you just leave it inside the door?” I asked.

“No can do, sorry,” she answered.

I wasn’t sure why, but it felt like there had been a pause. There was a tension between the first and second half of the delivery woman's statement, which suddenly made sense, as soon as I heard her next words.

“I need you to sign for this.”

My heart stopped. I needed to sign for one of the deliveries? I hadn’t realized that. I hadn’t even considered that could be a possibility. I never would have ordered anything at all if I thought that I might need to sign for something.

If I knew that I might need to be seen by somebody.
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“I need to sign for it?” I gulped before I said it, I could barely bring myself to sound out the words.

“Yeah, do you want me to come up or shall I wait here?” the delivery woman asked.

“Uh, I’ll come down.”

I wasn’t sure why I answered the way I did. I didn’t want to come down. I didn’t want her to come up either. I’d rather she just took the delivery away and put it in the trash or something. I wasn’t ready for this kind of interaction, regardless of how confident the previous seven deliveries had left me feeling.

But I had to do it. I had promised Anthony and everyone at Finn’s that I’d handle the preparations for our Christmas show. It was the biggest night of our year and I was being paid to do this.

It was a crazy thought, but I had found a way to be paid to crossdress. Simon and Liam had offered to pay me for the time at home, spent working on the Christmas party. As that included the time I was spending waiting in for deliveries. I had somehow wandered into my dream job.

That dream had all of a sudden become a nightmare, though. Walking the corridors with only a slight risk of being seen by somebody was fine. It was a bold new step for me, as Madison. That step was exciting and fun. This step was neither of those things. It was daunting and downright scary.

“Just a minute,” I spoke into the mouthpiece.

“Take your time,” the lady on the other end said, surprisingly without a hint of sarcasm.

I needed that. I needed time to prepare myself for the madness I was about to put myself through. I rushed back to the mirror and checked myself again. I looked flawless, in terms of my makeup and clothes, but I did look very nervous. That sort of ruined the whole look I had put together.

Plus, I wasn’t sure if high heels were the kind of shoes that a woman would wear to collect a delivery. I crouched down and, with as much speed as I could muster, I undid the buckles.

That was maybe an exaggeration. I wrestled with the buckles. As cautiously but as quickly as I could, I tried to get them off of me. With my new time constraint and the panic that had overcome me though, it was like trying to escape from handcuffs in the back of a cop car.

Eventually, I had them unbuckled. I was free from my shackles - my incredibly cute, nude pink shackles - and rushed to find my loafers. I didn’t know if they made me look much less overdressed, but they’d have to do.

I slipped them onto my feet, confirmed with myself yet again that I was holding my keys, and I went back to the front door. The woman on the intercom screen was still patiently waiting with my package. At least she seemed nice. If I was suddenly having to out myself to anybody, at least it was to somebody who seemed nice.

The door unlatched in my hand, and I once again made the tentative step out into the hallway. There was less hesitancy this time, though not necessarily from any bravery or improvement in self confidence. No, I simply knew that I needed to hurry before the delivery lady finally lost her patience with me.

Thinking about how I looked in the mirror, I tried my hardest to put on my most normal facial expression. I was somewhat encouraged by how good I had looked - how pretty and well put-together my appearance was - but I still couldn’t hold onto that enough to make me feel like I wasn’t about to walk into a lion’s den.

The hallway felt shorter than usual. I was at the stairwell in no time, and then on the first floor a moment later. I opened it out onto that hallway, and could already see the woman on the other side of the internal door.

Which meant she could see me.

My heart pounded against my ribs in a way I had never experienced before in my life. It was going faster than I believed could even be possible. If it was beating that hard in any other context, I’d probably have called an ambulance. I actually might have needed an ambulance.

The woman smiled as she saw me. It was a polite, cordial smile. I was so paranoid though. I was worried her smile was going to warp into a laugh, or that she was only using it to trick me into a false sense of security. I feared that she was seconds away from whipping out her cell phone and taking a photo of me or something.

Not that I knew where those specific thoughts came from. I was afraid of being outed, sure, but I’d never come remotely close to that happening. I had also found the city to be extremely friendly and tolerant to all kinds of people. Surely this one delivery lady couldn’t be the one asshole in the whole place.

Not that I could hold onto that sentiment very easily. My head felt hot under my wig. I was worried that sweat was beading on my forehead. I imagined my makeup starting to crack.

Still, trying to muster all of the confidence that I could possibly tap into, I smiled back. I had no idea if it would have appeared pleasant and reassuring ,or like I was simply warping my face into some kind of grotesque mask. Regardless, I tried.

I was at the door, now. I had nowhere to hide. I was a few mere feet from this stranger. I was going to have to talk to her. I was going to have to-

“Hey, Miss Taylor,” the woman spoke to me in the same surprisingly cheery voice which she had offered over the intercom.

This was it. Do or die. I had to use my voice and my looks on this stranger, in the hopes that they were enough to not have my whole world come crumbling down around me.

“Heya,” I replied.

I wasn’t sure if I’d ever said ‘heya’ in my life, before that moment. It just came out of me, out of nowhere. It was a cute and girly way to greet someone, so that was a blessing, at least.

“I like your skirt,” the delivery woman said to me, completely out of the blue.

“Th-thanks.”

I outright stammered the words. The compliment had caught me so off guard for one thing but, more than that, it was a compliment that I’d always dreamed of hearing. It felt so silly to think it, but for my whole life, I’d always wished that somebody would have told me my nails looked cute, or my makeup looked nice, or just anything that only a woman would get to hear.

It was a simple compliment, but somehow it struck such a deep chord within me. Somehow, right there in my apartment hallway, I’d received all of the validation I’d ever hoped for in my life. The recognition that I was the woman I had always felt myself to be.

“Any time,” the lady responded, clearly oblivious to how much her words had meant to me. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind signing for this, you’re free to go.”

She thrust a handheld device towards me, and I used my trembling finger to scrawl something on the display. Madison did not have a signature. She didn’t even have girly handwriting. It was a blessing that those digital signatures never came out looking like anything anyway.

“Great. You have a nice day, now,” the woman said as she looked briefly at the screen.

“Thank you,” I replied, my voice now feeling clearer, slightly more confident, so I decided to bravely continue. “You too.”

The woman smiled at me and turned to leave. And just like that, it was over. I had managed to survive an interaction with another human being.

This was a big deal, though. Every part of me was screaming at me not to go outside. To avoid this woman at all costs. My heart still hadn’t slowed down, my stomach was knotted and my hands were still vibrating from nerves. But I had done it. I had been seen as a woman.

The interaction had gone well, as well. I couldn’t tell whether it was because the delivery woman couldn’t tell that I was actually a man, or that she simply didn’t care, but so what? Whatever the reason, I had managed to get away with going out as a girl.

I was in heaven.

After that, the rest of the day felt easy. I had no reason to be forced outside again, so I put that chick flick back on and relaxed. I looked online for something to get myself for Christmas, and thought about making some food for the rest of the week.

Until a strange feeling came over me; I had no reason to be forced outside again. But I wanted to be outside again.

The experience with the delivery lady was something I had never anticipated when the day started. I had dreaded it and it had filled me with fear when I had to face it, and then every moment during the interaction was overshadowed by terror. But then, looking back, it was kind of magical.

I hadn’t been able to appreciate that aspect of it at all during the event. It was more of an ordeal than anything. In retrospect though, I wished I had managed to savor what was happening. I figured that, maybe, if I had known that everything was going to be fine when I spoke to that woman, I could maybe have enjoyed it. It was the not knowing - the fear of mockery or insult - that kept me from experiencing the moment in any positive way.

That thought kept coming back to me, again and again, over the rest of the day. I finished my film, sorted through the things that I had ordered for Anthony’s show, and made some dinner. That whole time though, I kept dwelling on those thoughts.

After the sun had set, I was considering getting my makeup off and getting ready for bed - a few of my recent shifts had really taken it out of me. But then another thought entered my head. Should I leave my apartment again?

I had no reason to do it. I didn’t need to collect a delivery or anything. I definitely had more reasons not to leave the apartment, than to leave it, but I couldn’t get the idea out of my mind.

There was an internal back and forth within me, as to whether or not I should go through with my sudden and crazy plan. But, somehow, the side of me that wanted to go outside felt as if it was winning.

Not that I really knew what that meant for me. I wasn’t sure I was even going to go through with the idea, until I was at my front door with my keys firmly gripped in my hand.

Out of nowhere, this courage had come to me. Well, maybe courage wasn’t the word for it. Maybe the feeling was more of an absence of really caring so much any more. Maybe it was knowing, now, that things could be okay for Madison.

Those kids from home weren’t where I lived now. Those small minds and small attitudes weren’t my concern any more.

People were nice where I lived, as an adult. Plus, there were so many people - different people in all kinds of shapes and styles - that meant that I was just one face in so many. I wasn’t that special. A man leaving his apartment in a skirt and makeup wasn’t that special.

Madison wasn’t special. She could be any woman in this city.

That was the feeling that I tried to hold onto as I opened my door. I had slipped back into my loafers, feeling that maybe the heels would be a little out of place. I wanted to blend in and be as normal as possible and, if something made me feel a little more normal, I needed that.

So my loafer touched down onto the hallway carpet once again. I barely even looked before I stepped out. Although it once again didn’t matter, as my apartment block was still hauntingly empty.

With that, I walked to the stairwell again, opened the door, and made my way to the front of the building. I had made it all the way to the main door of my block without seeing another soul.

Previously, when I was first collecting those packages those days ago, that was the best result I could have hoped for. But now, having seen that delivery woman, and things having gone fine, I almost felt disappointed. I almost wanted somebody to see me.

I looked out of the front door, and contemplated what had happened that day. For some reason, I didn’t feel the need to rush back to my own apartment and hide once again. For some reason, I was considering doing something that would have previously been unthinkable.

My hand reached towards the front door release button. It hovered over it and, despite all of my more rational thoughts, I pressed it. The door clicked and made the weird popping noise it always made, when it opened itself slightly.

And with that, I had done it. I had opened the door to the whole outside world.

Or, well, nearly. It was still closed. I’d not pulled it open. But I had done everything up until that point. It felt, for all intents and purposes, like I had decided that I was going outside. That Madison was going outside. It was happening.

I pulled the door towards me, and I stepped outside. I felt the hard concrete of the pavement through the thin soles of my loafers. It was a unique feeling, one that I couldn’t ignore. I had never worn any of my clothes outside. They’d never experienced anything other than carpet, wood, or tiled floors. The feel of concrete under my feet was a whole new world.

Before that moment, I’d never really noticed how thin the soles of those shoes were. I wondered if I’d even be able to stand up all day wearing those, if I was actually Madison. I made a note that maybe I needed some comfier shoes, if I was going to make this a common occurrence. Maybe that could have been my Christmas present.

I had lingered by my front door for some time. I thought all of those things about my shoes in real time, maybe as a way to avoid actually having to go any further. Postponing the reality of the fact that I was outside.

But there was no reason to delay any longer. I was already halfway outside. I may as well have brought the other half out as well.

A car drove by. I couldn’t help but stare at the driver as he went by. His eyes stayed almost firmly on the road. I thought he glanced at me for a second, but he may have just been checking his mirror.

That was maybe a good thing, though. If this man could drive by and not even register that I was there, maybe there was some hope for Madison to exist in the real world, after all.

So I walked. Not far, admittedly, but I walked. I walked outside. It was crazy. As it was happening, my brain could barely register what I was doing. My heart was racing again but, this time, it didn’t feel like I needed medical attention. This time, it felt thrilling.

The nerves were manifesting as a thousand butterflies in my stomach. I was so focused on my movements, trying to make sure that I felt and, hopefully, looked feminine with each step. Like I was a woman who belonged in the city.

I reached the end of my block. I was only about thirty seconds from my front door but, dressed as Madison, it felt like I had just completed a solo expedition to the North Pole. But getting there was only the half of it. I still needed to get back.

A couple of cars had stopped at the intersection for the lights. One of them was just over the road from me, and the driver looked at me for a moment. He didn’t seem to react in any way. It was just a glance towards me, then back at the lights. That was it. But it felt incredible. To be seen and to be ignored was, for some reason, an absolute dream.

I needed to turn around but suddenly felt strange about just doing a one-eighty and walking back the way I came. There was always something strange about turning back the way you came when you were out walking. Weirdly, in that moment, I was more self conscious about turning back, than I was about being Madison.

So I walked a tiny bit further, just around the corner, and watched the cars finally drive away as the lights turned green. At that exact moment, I spun around on the spot and started walking back the way I came. I had gotten away with it again.

I turned the corner, ready to return home. And then everything changed.

There was a woman.

She was on my side of the street. She must have left one of the blocks that neighbored mine. And she was walking straight at me.

I wasn’t sure what to do at all. The nerves had stopped feeling fun and started feeling sickly again. I wondered whether I should cross the street or if I should turn back again and go the opposite way. But nothing felt right. So I did all I could.

I walked past her.

And that was that. She must have only been a couple of feet away from me as she passed. She had her headphones in, just visible under her long brunette hair, and seemed focused on the walk.

I was similarly trying to keep my head down and draw the absolute minimum of attention to myself, but I couldn’t help but glance. I looked at her, as we crossed paths, and she must have done the same.

She was already looking at me. Her eyes momentarily locked with mine. She was so pretty, with such perfect lipstick and wonderfully subtle but beautiful eye makeup. Despite my intense fear, for a brief second, I wished I could have stopped to talk to her. I knew nothing about her, but I felt that she was the sort of woman I wanted to be friends with. She was the sort of woman I wanted to be.

And then she was gone. She had disappeared behind me. I briefly glanced back, after a few more steps, and she wasn’t looking at me. I was relieved. I was glad that I had made such a minimal impact on her that she didn’t keep looking after we had passed. I had managed to do it.

I existed.
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I was back at my front door, with a mix of relief and sadness. I had been scared shitless, sure, but I had loved it all the same. Being Madison, without fear and shame for the first time in my entire life, was incredible. I wished I had done it far sooner.

Not that I could have done that. All of my life as Madison had been leading up to that exact moment. There was no part of me that could have done what I just did a moment sooner. I needed to remember that. Sure, I was sad that I hadn’t been able to be Madison in the real world sooner, but I couldn’t have done that.

The next day at work, Mollie once again commented on my chipper attitude. I was struggling to come up with excuses as to why I was doing so well every time she saw me. Part of me wondered if maybe she thought I had met somebody, romantically, and I was just being too shy to tell her.

I was fine with her thinking that though. It was an easier answer than the reality of the situation. But the reality was damn sweet. And my reality began to revolve around that over the following weeks.

Work shifts would go by smoothly. I would happily clock in, do my job, and head home. Then I’d sleep in my pajamas, and savor the time as Madison even more. If I had another shift that night, I’d still be her, I’d just have to put a real time limit on getting my makeup off in time to get to work.

If I had a night off though, things were entirely different. My days off were now focused entirely on improving my confidence as Madison.

It started small. It started with spending more time at my window, or brief walks around my apartment hallways but, eventually, I ventured outside once again. And then again. And then, before I knew it, I was walking a whole lap of my apartment block. I was out in public for minutes at a time.

Which didn’t sound like much, sure. My real dream was to go to a nail place and get my nails done. Or to go to a clothes shop and actually try something on. Or go and browse makeup with Mollie. A walk around the block was none of those things.

But it still felt like a world of difference, to me. And it was. Before the package deliveries, I'd sooner have died than let Madison be seen by anybody else. By now though, she’d been seen by so many people.

It was mostly in passing, admittedly. The only person I’d had any kind of spoken interaction with was still the delivery woman, and a man to whom I had said “sorry,” when we nearly bumped into each other on a corner. But both of those went fine! And that felt incredible.

So it was early days for Madison. But it was still a whole new chapter in her life.

In my life.

That was a distinction I was starting to struggle to understand. Madison used to almost feel like an alter-ego. A girl I became as a treat, whenever I had the chance. But I wasn’t so sure any more if she was an alter-ego after all. Her ego and mine were fully intertwined, I had started to realize.

Moments like those with Mollie and her friends, where they included me in their undeniably girly conversations were still a joy to me, as Matt. Feeling like one of the girls was something I loved, even when I was presenting as a guy. So maybe Madison and Matt weren’t such different people, after all.

Hell, considering the way that I tried to be Madison at any chance I could find, maybe Matt was the alter-ego, after all.

It was a real head-twister, the whole Madison and Matt thing. After a while, I tried to just take it at face value and stop overanalyzing everything. I was Madison whenever I could be, and I was happy with that. For now, that was enough.

Instead, I decided to focus my attention on the more important matter at hand; Christmas.

Madison still did not have a Christmas present. I had bought her something every year now for quite a few years. I didn’t want the tradition to suddenly end, just because I couldn’t think of anything. I had normally been so thoughtful.

But what did I get for the girl who had everything? Ever since I could buy things online whenever I wanted, gifts felt less special. This year needed to be something big.

Which was probably the reason why, at my next shift with Mollie, something kind of crazy happened.

The start of the shift was the same as any other. Mollie and I turned up at roughly the same time and we caught up on our days off. Hers, as ever, were more interesting than mine - or, at least, the bits of mine that I was willing to tell her.
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“The one?”

My voice was incredulous as I said it.

“The one,” Mollie confirmed.

“And you’ve been on how many dates?” I questioned.

“None,” Mollie admitted, without a moment of hesitancy.

“None,” I echoed. “And yet he’s the one.”

“Yes,” Mollie confirmed, straight faced and deadly serious.

“All right,” I sighed dramatically. “Show me the profile.”

Mollie whipped her cell phone out of the pocket of her denim jacket and literally threw it at me. I barely caught it, and I must have looked panicked as I did so, as Mollie was in fits of laughter as soon as I started to fumble.

“You catch like a girl,” Mollie told me.

“Thanks.”

She laughed at my response but it was almost an in-joke with myself. I actually was a little thrilled that she told me that I did anything like a girl.

I unlocked Mollie’s phone as I had done many times before - her password was genuinely one, two, three, four - and I opened her dating app.

“This guy?” I held Mollie’s phone up to her as I spoke.

“Oh god, no,” she replied. “Should be the last guy I messaged.”

I went to her messages and clicked the top chat, then the little circle profile picture of the guy. It was funny, I had never used a dating app in my life, but I was a pro at navigating Mollie’s account.

“This guy?” I repeated.

“That’s the one.”

The profile opened in my hand and I was greeted with a full screen photo of the man Mollie had decided that she was in love with. He was, to her credit, very handsome. Despite being only a little older than either of us, he had shock gray hair, slicked back, and an ear-gauge. Not a massive one, but just enough to give the kind of edgy look that Mollie often fell for.

“Chris?” I said his name as if it was a question.

“Chris,” Mollie confirmed.

“He’s cute,” I told her. “Works in finance?”

“Works in finance,” Mollie confirmed.

“Is that why he’s the one?” I asked.

“No comment.”

I always enjoyed appraising the finds on Mollie’s dating app. It was a real hit of vicarious living. I didn’t want to date any of the guys Mollie had matched with on her app, but I did want to talk to her about them and, realistically, gossip about her love life. Again, it was like I was one of the girls.

As always, after our initial catch-up, work began. We had to prep the bar, we had to clean some spills, we had to clear the lines of the draft beers. It was stuff that had all become second nature, and we could do without even thinking. So much so, that Mollie took a call right in the middle of everything we were doing.

I could only hear her side of the call, but it didn’t sound good. I couldn’t entirely catch what was being spoken about. I could just hear Mollie’s sympathetic responses and slightly pained noises of empathy.

“Okay, bye for now, then,” I finally heard her say, as she tapped the screen of her cell phone.

“You okay?” I asked immediately.

I knew Mollie well enough to know that I could ask that kind of thing without it feeling like I was prying. Our lives intertwined heavily enough that she didn’t really seem to have any secrets from me. I would have said I had no secrets from her, but that would obviously have been a complete lie.

“That was Anthony,” Mollie started.

“Oh shit,” I interjected before she could even say another word. “Is he okay?”

“He’s fine. I’m sure he’d appreciate your concern though,” Mollie smiled. “But one of the other performers from our Christmas show has had to go home for the winter.”

“Oh no! Is everything okay?”

“Not really,” Mollie told me. “His mom is sick, so he’s had to head back to be with her.”

“God, that’s horrible. Sorry.”

“It’s okay. Apparently it’s nothing actually serious, it’s just that he’s kind of realized that he hasn’t seen his mom enough recently, so he’s decided he needs to spend Christmas back home,” Mollie explained.

“That’s fair, I get that,” I thought for a moment. “What does that mean for the show?”

“Well that’s the real issue,” Mollie said.

“I like that the guy’s mom being sick isn’t the real issue,” I joked.

“Okay, well, obviously that’s the real issue. You don’t let me just say things, do you?”

“I try to avoid it,” I continued.

“Great,” Mollie said with a sigh. “But yeah, it is a problem for the show. Anthony said it could go on with just him and one other performer, but it’s going to be kind of a mess. The guy who can’t make it any more was only going to be handing out drinks and gifts and joining in for, like, one dance. But that’s a sort of integral part of the show.”

“Oh shit, that sucks,” I said.

“It really does. I think Anthony is taking it actually pretty hard. Obviously he’s not holding it against the guy for wanting to be with his sick mom, but the show is only like a month and a bit out now, and he didn’t have a backup performer or anything.”

I thought for a moment, as I switched on some of the bar lighting.

“Surely we can fix that. Surely you know somebody, or Anthony knows somebody who can fill in.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Mollie agreed. “Can you help me call around tomorrow to try and find somebody?”

“Course.”

If Mollie was going to give me her roster of drag queen friends, I was going to have to try and not turn my business calls into me hassling these people for tips. Not that I’d likely have the courage to do that, but it was nice to dream.

“Thanks, Matty,” Mollie said. “I’m kinda worried Anthony isn’t going to want to do the show if he can’t get a replacement. He takes this stuff really seriously, for better or worse.”

“Yeah, that’d be rough if we lost our Christmas party over this. I’m sure we can sort something!”

Mollie smiled at me and we readied ourselves to welcome our first patrons for the evening.

Over the course of our shift, Mollie and I found quiet moments to discuss who could potentially fill in at Anthony’s show. It was essentially just a case of Mollie showing me her contacts list and telling me who would be worth calling.

I didn’t entirely expect it, but the drag scene in our city was more complex than I had anticipated. There were certain performers who seemingly didn’t want to perform with others, or wouldn’t perform if they were billed lower than other performers. It was like a whole web of connections, none of which were particularly clear cut or easy to navigate.

After our shift was over and we’d shut the bar, we finally had a rough list of who was even worth approaching about being in our Christmas show. It was a list of only five people. In a way, it was still impressive that Mollie knew more than five drag queens who could potentially perform in our show, but it still didn’t sound like many in the present context.

We decided to divide the labor, meaning I’d call a couple, and Mollie would call the other three, and then we’d call each other to figure out who was best to get involved. We were hoping that we’d have at least two performers to choose from, then we could weigh up our pros and cons.

That next morning - after waking up in my silky pajamas, naturally - I got to work. The two names I’d been given were for a Keith and a Marvin, both performers who I thought may have been at Finn’s in the past.

Either way, I dialed for Keith first, and waited for an answer. After a few moments of ringing, the line went to answerphone.

I hated answerphones, I never felt that I was prepared for what I wanted to say. I always just blurted something and hoped for the best.

“Oh hi, this is Matt. You don’t know me, I’m friends with Mollie. We work at Finn’s. I wanted to get in touch with you about performing in a show for us. Please call me back. Thank you.”

I went to hang up, before remembering to hastily rattle out my phone number. I wasn’t sure why I did that. If Keith wanted to call me back, he had my number from me calling him. Truly, I hated leaving voicemails. I always overthought them.

With the first attempt being a complete failure, I tried for Marvin instead. I considered what I might say if I got his voicemail, and called. Mercifully, Marvin actually picked up.

“Hello?” the voice from the other end spoke.

“Hi, Marvin? I’m Matt, I’m calling from Finn’s. I’m one of Mollie’s friends.”

“Oh hi Matt from Finn’s. How can I help?” Marvin’s tone was immediately soft and friendly, the moment that I’d introduced myself.

“Well, I’m very much hoping you’ll be able to help us with a Christmas performance,” I told him.

“Color me interested. Although, wait, when is it?” he hastily added.

“Oh, actually on Christmas day,” I said it like I was admitting some kind of secret. “I get that this is really short notice for actual Christmas day. Sorry.”

Marvin laughed.

“No need to apologize. But I don’t think I’m going to be able to help, sorry. I’m visiting my boyfriend’s family for Christmas this year, out of town.”

“Oh that sounds nice,” I couldn’t help but comment.

“I know! It’s our first Christmas together, even though we’ve been together three years,” he explained.

“No way! That’s kind of overdue, huh,” I told him. “Well don’t make it a third year in a row without each other, just for our show.”

“Thank you,” Marvin said through another laugh. “That’s sweet of you. But thanks for calling anyway, Matt. I’d love to work at Finn’s again though, if you’ll have me.”

“I’m sure we’d love to,” I told him. “Thanks for taking the time to talk to me!”

“Any time, Matt. Merry Christmas,” he added as a sign off.

“Merry Christmas!” I shot back, before we both hung up.

It was admittedly a very pleasant conversation, but not one that got me any closer to solving the Christmas party issue. I figured I had nothing better to do other than get ready for the day ahead. I had a couple of errands to run in the morning, but then I had the whole afternoon and evening to be Madison. I got ready as Matt, and headed out to the grocery store.

When I was out, right in the heart of the produce aisle, my cell phone started buzzing in my pocket. It was Mollie, texting me. Every time she texted me, it was like I was receiving a phone call. She never sent just one text.

Matty!




Morning




How’s it going?




Have you had the chance to call Marv or Keith yet?




I’ve called Ron but he’s doing another show




Couldn’t get through to anyone else yet




Mollie!




Similar story, sorry. I got Keith’s voicemail, so hopefully he’ll call me back soon. Marv is out of town for Christmas, unfortunately. He’d like to do a show at Finn’s some time though.




Course he does. He’s a slut for shows




What does that even mean?




Not important




Let me know if Keith gets back to you




ttyl




Later!




I finished my grocery shop, stopped by the gas station, and swung by the delivery drop-off to return some clothes that didn’t suit me. The Madison me, that was.

I had ordered a dress in a looser cut and I hated how it looked on me. It was completely shapeless and boxy, which I felt was fine on some girls, but not on me. Not actually being a girl, I felt I struggled to pull off clothes that weren’t overtly feminine. Things that didn’t flatter my figure made me feel like less of a woman.

Outside the drop-off locker, my phone buzzed again. I double checked and, this time, it was an actual call. This time, it was Keith.

“Hi Keith,” I said, as soon as I picked up.

“Hi, is that Matt?” he spoke in return.

“Yeah hi, thanks for calling me back.”

I launched into an explanation of what we needed but, before long, I found out that Keith as well was out of town for Christmas. That meant I had gone two for two in performers who were out of town. Things were not feeling good.

Going home, I felt a little dejected. Finn’s Christmas party was meant to be the event of the year. It was kind of a big deal. I figured it must have been a big deal, for people to want to go to a bar on Christmas day, of all places.

When I was back, I didn’t even feel up to doing anything. I felt as if I had failed everybody. If we couldn’t get a performer, the show might not happen. If the show didn’t happen, we wouldn't have a Christmas party. If we didn’t have a Christmas party, Simon, Liam, and Mollie were all going to be devastated. Our guests wouldn’t be much happier either.

So I did all I could think to do. I went online and tried to find listings for local drag queens. I collated numbers and did some more dialing and, by the late afternoon, I’d called probably another seven local queens.

And none of them were available.

It was a disaster. I didn’t know what the hell to do. So I called Mollie.

“Hey Matty,” she spoke as she picked up.

Her tone of voice wasn’t as excitable and upbeat as usual. It was the sort of voice she’d use after a hard shift, not for the mid-afternoon.

“Hey Mollie,” I responded, a little caution in my voice. “Everything okay?”

“Not entirely. Please tell me you’re calling with good news.”

“Oh no,” I murmured. “I’ve got nothing. Keith couldn’t do it either, so I phoned a bunch of random performers I found online and none of them could do it either.

There was a brief pause on the line before Mollie spoke again.

“That’s sweet that you did that. But I didn’t do any better either. None of my lot could make it. “

“Oh no” I repeated. “Have you spoken to Anthony?”

“Yeah,” Mollie confirmed. “And that wasn’t great either. The other performer who’s part of the show has only done like one show before this, so they’re not super confident about it being only them and Anthony in the show. It feels like this whole thing is going to come apart and there’s nobody we can find to stop that happening. It’s like there’s literally nobody out there for us.”

Mollie’s plea sounded so sincere and desperate and heartbreaking. I had honestly never heard her sound so upset about anything, and I’d been with her through some rough moments in the time I’d known her.

So maybe that was why I did it. Maybe it was Mollie’s desperation. Maybe it was that. Maybe it was the knowledge that I had an answer that could save Finn’s Christmas party, and I knew how much that would mean for everybody.

Or maybe it was simply that I had finally realized what gift I could get for the girl who already had everything. So I spoke again.

“I could do it.”
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There was a brief pause on the line again. My nerves overwhelmed me. It must have only been a fraction of a second, but the break in conversation felt like it lasted forever. Everything inside of me was crying out for Mollie to say something. And she did.

“What?”

“I-” I cut myself off, I couldn’t bring myself to say it again.

I didn’t know what had happened. I had no idea where the courage to even speak the words out loud had come from in that moment. All of a sudden, out of nowhere, I had outed myself to Mollie. Just like that.

But I didn’t want to have to do it again.

“No, sorry,” Mollie interjected. “Sorry, I heard you, I just- I don’t know, I guess I was surprised. You do drag?”

I couldn’t entirely gauge Mollie’s tone of voice. It sounded surprised, above all else, but I could have sworn that there was a hint of excitement in there as well. I wasn’t entirely sure what I was hearing, but I was at least relieved I didn’t hear any hints of any unpleasantness in her voice.

Not that I necessarily expected anything less. Mollie was open minded. She had friends who did drag. She moved with all kinds of different crowds. Plus, we had become really close since we started working together. I felt safe telling her almost anything.

In that moment, I supposed I had felt safe telling her everything.

“Kinda,” I admitted.

I was hesitant to say more. I realized that I had just made a bold claim - that I could fill in for a performer at a drag show. Before that month, I hadn’t even stood near a window, dressed as a woman. To suddenly suggest that I could perform in front of a crowd felt like a lofty goal, I immediately realized. I immediately realized that I probably couldn’t do what I just said.

“Why the hell didn’t I know that?” Mollie said, her voice suddenly more animated than I’d maybe ever heard it.

“Well I-” I tried to figure out how to summarize what I was thinking. “I guess I don’t do drag. But, like…”

I trailed off again. I wasn’t a drag queen. I wasn’t a performer. But apparently, I was out to Mollie.

“It’s okay, Matty. Do you want to take a minute and call me back or anything?”

Her tone was soft and caring. It was the antithesis of every reaction I had ever imagined about somebody finding out about Madison. But I was still struggling to actually form the sentences and explain what I was trying to tell her.

“No, I’m just- I’ve kept this a secret my whole life,” I admitted.

“Aw, Matty, it’s okay. Do you want me to come round? Is it easier if we talk in person?” she offered.

“I, uh- I think maybe that would be better?”

It wasn’t a question, but I made it sound like one. I didn’t know what I wanted. I still didn’t entirely know whether I wanted to have told Mollie about Madison or not. But it was done, now. I had opened a door that I could never close again.

“I’m free the rest of the day and don’t have a shift tonight, so I can be over literally any time from now,” she told me.

“Wanna come over now?” I asked.

“I’d like that. I’ll be with you in-” she paused for a second. “However long the drive to yours takes.”

I laughed a short abrupt laugh. Mollie’s comment wasn’t particularly funny, but god was I ever tense. The slight hint of a joke was enough to break my step completely.

“Okay, great, I’ll see you in a bit. Thank you.”

“Bye, Matty!”

Mollie was an unfailingly positive part of my life. Obviously she complained about bad shifts and rightfully offloaded about terrible dates, but she always seemed to have a light about her. She managed to live in a way which meant that these things would never actually set her back. She’d simply take them as a lesson learned. There were always better things in the future, for Mollie. Maybe the same could be true for me, too.

Usually, if I had somebody coming over, I’d hide all of the more obvious feminine touches in my studio apartment. I’d throw all of the pink soft-furnishings in a closet, my makeup would be hidden in a drawer, and I’d double check everything to make sure that there wasn’t an errant high heel or bra somewhere.

With that conversation with Mollie behind me though, I wasn’t quite so panicked. I did still check I’d not left any underwear out or anything - that would have felt distasteful either way - but, now that I’d outed myself, I wasn’t so worried about an accidental outing.

I tidied a little. My apartment was fairly tidy, but I didn’t know what else to do. It was the early afternoon and I was lost for what to do with myself. My mind was racing with my conversation with Mollie. I felt my heart beating faster again.

Overwhelmingly, I was excited. I was nervous as all hell, about the idea of being out to anybody, but more than that was that excitement. Madison had been hidden away from the world for my whole life. More and more recently, I had wanted that to not be the case any more. I had wanted Madison to be able to actually live.

And this was a huge step towards that. Well, huge and tiny at the same time. The act of actually admitting to anybody, close friend or otherwise, that I did drag - or whatever it was that I did - was huge. But still, in the grand scheme of things, it was tiny. It was still only one person out of billions that I was willing to share my female side with.

That was something, though. It was a hell of a departure from where I was back in my old town, hiding and ashamed. So the idea of Mollie knowing about Madison, maybe even meeting her one day, was like I had moved into a whole new phase of my life.

This new phase was scary. Despite Mollie’s enthusiasm, I still couldn’t help but second-guess what I had just done. Had I suddenly changed everything between us? Had I shattered the delicate balance of our friendship? A wave of regret washed over me, threatening to drown my newfound courage.

I paused to collect my thoughts. Surely that wasn’t the case. That was the mindset of the old me. The small town me. The scared me. That wasn’t the me that I wanted to be any more.

When my intercom finally buzzed, it felt like I had been waiting forever. It had probably only been twenty minutes at most, which felt kind of impressive, considering the distance Mollie had to drive.

The wait had been tense. Scary even. Although it had been laced with a sense of thrill. It was the excitement that was starting to win out, though. I kind of couldn’t wait to see Mollie and tell her everything. She had all of a sudden become the only person in the world who I could actually talk to about everything I had always wanted to.

And I had wanted to talk to somebody about Madison. As much as I did everything within my power to keep her a secret, it hurt to do that. Keeping a secret your whole life could be a lonely way to live. It kept me closed off. At times, it had even kept me miserable.

I ran to the phone on my wall and picked it up, greeting down the line.

“Hey Matty,” Mollie’s voice rang back at me.

“Hey Mollie!” I called back, probably already sounding much more upbeat than I would have on our phone call.

I pressed the button to buzz her up, and I listened for the click of her opening the main door and letting herself in. I couldn’t help but think about how far I had come, in the time between never leaving my apartment, to going to collect deliveries, to suddenly inviting Mollie round to talk to her about Madison. It had been a fast paced few weeks.

Before long, there was a knock at my door, and I was letting Mollie into my apartment. She had arrived wearing a pair of black boots, the kind that were somehow both cute on girls but made guys look like it would really hurt if they kicked you. She was wearing a short, tiered white cotton skirt, into which she’d tucked a loose, light gray sweater. It was once again adorned with a band logo I could barely read, let alone recognize.

“Hey Matty!” she threw her arms out for a hug.

“Hey Mollie,” my arms wrapped around her, and we fell into a long embrace.

I always found it funny, Mollie and I would always hug when we met for social reasons, but never when we met at work. It was like the distinction between friend and colleague was made by whether or not we hugged. Today, we were friends.

“Have you been baking?” Mollie asked, as we still held one another.

“No,” I smiled over her shoulder. “I think it’s probably the diffuser. There’s cinnamon in it.”

“Course it is,” Mollie released me. “Because it’d just have been so much for you to have made me some pastries.”

Her tone was rude in a way that made me laugh way harder than I was ready for. I really appreciated it. I was still all tense and sort of scared about the conversation I was going to have with Mollie. Her humor was exactly what I needed to defuse that tension, at least a little.

“Come on in,” I offered. “Want a drink?”

“You got any herbal teas?” Mollie asked.

“Course. What sort of thing are you after?”

“Oh, I didn’t expect a choice. Uh, actually have you got any kind of green tea?”

“Yup,” I told her. “Coming right up.”

I went to the kitchenette and we carried on talking as Mollie settled on my compact couch. I couldn't explain it, but I felt more comfortable with starting the conversation, not looking directly at Mollie. It felt less intense, chatting to her whilst making a green tea.

“So, how’s it going?” I asked her, not quite ready to get to the real subject at hand.

“Yeah, not so bad, I guess,” she told me. “The whole thing about the show is kind of bumming me out, though.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I was kind of amazed that literally nobody could fill in. We called so many numbers.”

“Yeah,” Mollie echoed. “I guess it’s that time of year. Family and other obligations are always going to win out over a bar show.”

“Well, not for us.”

“Not for us,” Mollie repeated.

I looked over and she was smiling at me.

“I’m really excited for it though, whatever shape it takes,” I told her.

Despite knowing and trusting Mollie, I kept overthinking everything that I was saying. I was worried Mollie would take that last comment as an allusion to me wanting to perform at the show. I didn’t know if I actually did want to perform. I thought that maybe I just told Mollie that I wanted to perform as, really, I just didn’t want to hide any more.

“Yeah, I’m sure we can still make something out of it,” Mollie spoke.

“Totally. Tea’s ready,” I added, still not entirely ready to talk about Madison yet.

“Amazing, thank you!”

I brought it over to the coffee table and placed it in front of Mollie on a coaster. It was a dark wood and metal framed coffee table, with little coasters that looked like small rugs. I thought they looked cute together. They were at least a hell of a lot nicer than a Finn’s beer coaster, which I had initially relied on as home-coasters, when I first moved in.

Mollie watched the steam rise from her drink for a moment, then turned back to me and spoke again.

“Everything okay with you?”

I made myself comfortable at the far end of my couch - if you could say there was such a thing, on such a small piece of furniture. I tucked my legs onto the seat beneath me, so that I could face Mollie.

“Yeah. Well-” I found myself trailing off again.

Mollie smiled at me and waited for me to resume talking. Eventually, I did.

“Yeah, I don’t know exactly how to phrase what I’m trying to say,” I admitted.

“That’s okay, Matty,” she assured me. “We don’t even have to talk about that now, if you don’t want.”

I couldn’t help but smile back. Mollie had such a vast capacity for patience and kindness and I felt I got the best of that from her. She could also be mean as hell if someone in the bar was causing shit, and I was glad that wasn’t the side of her I was ever on the receiving end of.

“No, I do want to talk about it. I just kind of don’t know how to,” I admitted.

“That’s okay. Take your time.”

“Yeah, I’ve never admitted this to anyone,” I started. “Like, I’m not even totally sure why I said what I did on the phone.”

“Oh Matty, I’m sorry!” Mollie immediately spoke. “We can just forget all about it, if you want. Scout’s honor.”

I smiled, it wasn’t what I meant, but it was really kind of her to offer. I thought that I did want Mollie to know, I just wasn’t sure how to actually tell her.

“Oh no, sorry! Not like that. No, I don’t regret saying it, I just-” I hesitated again. “I guess, like, I’ve spent my whole life not talking about this, so it’s weird trying to finally talk, all of a sudden.”

Mollie just smiled warmly. She picked up her tea and held it, looking at me, patiently.

“So, like, I sometimes like being a woman.”

I just outright said it. I didn’t know a better way of doing it. So I just did it. Like a bandaid ripping off. I wasn’t sure if that was the best way of explaining what I did, or if it explained who Madison was, but that was it. She was out there. I had spoken her into existence.

“Matty, that’s amazing!” Mollie beamed at me.

“Is- It is?” I asked, caught off guard by her unbridled positivity.

Having spent so much time hiding Madison away, I had always been gripped by the fear of her being found out. I felt her discovery by anybody would cause my life to end in some kind of cataclysmic way.

“Of course it is,” Mollie said, her voice gentle and her face still holding a smile. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I guess I just haven’t ever told anybody about this before. I’m sort of not even sure how I told you.”

“By being brave,” Mollie assured me. “You’ve never told anybody?”

“Never. I never really meant anyone to find out. I kind of thought it’d be really bad.”

“It’s not bad!” Mollie continued her reassurances. “Surely keeping this a secret would have been worse. That can’t have been easy. How long have you had to keep it a secret, for?”

“My whole life, I guess. My parents would have thrown me out of the house if they ever found out, and I doubt anyone in my town would have been much nicer about it,” I explained.

“Matty, I’m so sorry.”

Mollie moved towards me and hugged me on the couch. I didn’t mean for the afternoon to become some kind of pity party for me or anything. I wasn’t telling Mollie any of this for her to feel sorry for me. Admittedly though, I still had no idea why I had told Mollie anything at all.

Or, maybe I did.

“No, no, it’s fine,” I told her, as we released each other from the hug. “That’s way behind me. Like, I think I left that place so I could be who I wanted to be. I guess telling you is part of that, now. Like, if that’s not too much to put on you- I’m sorry.”

Mollie laughed briefly, but in a way that emanated warmth and reassurance. I didn’t worry for a moment that Mollie was laughing at me.

“You absolutely have not put anything on me. You might rank as my outright least dramatic friend. This is exciting,” Mollie told me.

“It is?”

“Hell yeah it is! You’ve told me something about you that nobody else knows. Do you know what that means?” she asked me.

“No?”

I had no idea where she was going with what she was saying.

“That means we’re best friends now.”

“Oh,” was all I said.

Mollie was grinning at me as she said it. I couldn’t help but laugh. Somehow, what was previously one of the most tense afternoons of my life had all been turned into one big dumb joke by Mollie.

I really never should have worried about telling her anything.

After we were finished laughing, Mollie spoke again.

“But no, seriously, I really appreciate you trusting me with this. I really value you as a friend, so to know that you feel comfortable enough with me to tell me that - it really means a lot.”

“Oh, thank you,” I replied. “I sort of didn’t think I was doing anything for you here. I was sort of worried I was being selfish, by making you the only other person to know something I’ve kept hidden my whole life.”

“Baby, my mind is a locked vault,” Mollie grinned. “I’m mentally putting it in a little box now that only you have the key to.”

“Do I get an actual key?” I joked, now that I was beginning to feel less tense.

“You didn’t exactly give me long to prepare anything for this moment, Matty,” she pointed out. “If you called ahead, I could have gotten you a cake or something.”

“Would you have actually got a cake?”

“I guess you’ll never know,” Mollie did a mock-frown as she said it.

“Thank you, though,” I said. “For being so understanding.”

“Don’t even mention it. I only have one question.”

“What?” I asked.

“When do I get to meet the real you?”

“Oh,” I said once again.

I hadn’t even thought about that. I hadn’t thought that I was going to come out to Mollie. I hadn’t thought she’d be in my apartment, openly talking about me enjoying being a woman. I sure as hell hadn’t considered when I was going to then dress as a woman in front of Mollie.

“Now?” I suggested.

Mollie clapped her hands together.

“Amazing!”
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I had never shown Madison to anybody, like this. Obviously, I had met the delivery lady and had walked around my block a few times, but this felt wholly different. This was the first time I would be Madison and have somebody know that it was me.

It felt like an entirely different thing. I felt like there were ground rules that I needed to lay out. I didn’t want Mollie to feel weird about anything, or be caught off guard by what I was doing. The last thing I wanted was for Mollie to be uncomfortable.

“So, like, should I tell you anything before I get ready?” I asked, not entirely sure how to even express what I had been thinking.

“Sure,” Mollie said, smiling warmly at me.

“Oh, okay.” I paused for a moment. “So, like I don’t want you to be surprised or anything when you see me. I don’t want to make you feel weird.”

“Honestly, try me,” Mollie joked. “If you manage to make me feel weird, then I will be supremely impressed.”

I laughed.

“Okay, well, it’s just that I’ve been doing this for a while. Like, long enough that I kind of have a voice I do when I’m-” I paused again. “I don’t know what to call it.”

Having always internally referred to it as ‘being Madison,’ it felt weird to say out loud, all of a sudden.”

“What, when you’re presenting as a woman?” Mollie asked.

“Yeah, that, I guess. So I do a different voice, when I’m presenting as a woman,” I told her.

“No way, how long did that take to learn?” Mollie asked with genuine enthusiasm.

“Oh, like, a few months,” her earnestness disarmed my nerves a little. “Not that I’ve used it on other people very much.”

“Well this can make for good practice,” Mollie told me.

She was sweet. She always was. It didn’t entirely help to make me any less nervous but it was nice that she was doing everything she could to at least try and put me at ease.

“I’m just going to have to go to the other room for a minute,” I warned her.

“Take as long as you need!” Mollie called to me across my small apartment.

The ‘other room’ in this case was my bathroom. It was the only space in my apartment that Mollie wouldn’t be able to see me in. That was pretty vital, seeing as how I needed to tuck and put all my shapewear on.

The idea of Mollie seeing me as Madison was one thing to overcome, but the idea of her understanding the process that went into me tucking and becoming my alter-ego was a little too much to bear.

I went over to my dresser drawer which contained all of my shapewear and underwear, and grabbed all of the bits that I needed. I took them to the bathroom, and got to work.

As ever, I started by tucking. I pushed one testicle inside my body, and the other followed. It was something I found weirdly easy at that point. Whether it was due to muscle memory, or maybe something to do with the cavity in my body being more used to helping me tuck, it only took me a few moments.

Despite the physical ease, I was still a little uneasy about what I was doing. There was something daunting about the knowledge that Mollie was in my apartment, as I did this. Knowing that she was just the other side of the door. I felt as if I was breathing erratically, sitting on the edge of the bath, settling everything into place.

I put on my tucking underwear, my corset, my shapewear and breastplate, and my underwear. I had gone for a light blue set; a pair of pale blue panties and a matching bra, that had decorative embroidered flowers on the waistband of the panties and the cups of the bra. I wasn’t sure why I had selected that pair. It had just felt right. They definitely weren’t for Mollie to see.

Looking in the bathroom mirror, my body looked good. I could see the feminine curves that formed so naturally on me, and couldn’t help but briefly admire my own cleavage, which I was still impressed with, thanks to that breastplate.

All of a sudden, I realized something. I hadn’t brought any other clothes into the bathroom. My nerves immediately worsened. If the thought of tucking with Mollie in my apartment was bad, the knowledge now that I was stuck in only my underwear with her in my room was substantially worse.

I composed myself as best I could. I still had all of my guy clothes in the room with me, so I pulled my gray sweater over my head, and pulled my black jeans up my legs.

In the mirror was a strange sight. It was me, as it always was the guy me, but you could see my breasts subtly outlined under my loose sweater. My belt cinched a little tighter, making my form look womanly, even in men’s clothes. I still didn’t want Mollie to see me like that.

At the door, I opened it just a crack, and called out, still in my regular, male voice.

“Mollie?”

“Uh-huh?” she answered.

“This is weird,” I started, “but do you mind closing your eyes for just a second?”

She laughed.

“Course. Tell me when I can open them again.”

“Thanks, Mollie,” I said.

I waited a moment before creeping the door open further until I could actually see her on the couch again. She was sitting with her hands literally over her eyes, like we were playing hide and go seek. It felt comical, all of a sudden, seeing my friend in my apartment like that. I couldn’t help but laugh.

“What?” Mollie asked at the wall, not turning to look towards me.

“It’s just-” I paused. “Thanks, Mollie.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, hand still firmly on eyes.

I moved across the room, to near my bed, until I was at my closet. I opened the doors wide and looked at what was inside. I was immediately at a loss.

This was my first time showing Madison to anybody. I didn’t entirely know how to present myself. Madison, at heart, was a girly-girl. She wore pink dresses and high heels and glamorous makeup. Well, maybe dramatic makeup was the better description. But I wasn’t sure if that was all too much for my first time hanging out with Mollie.

Not that I had masses of choice. Because that was all the stuff that Madison usually wore, it meant that it was kind of all I owned - aside from my ‘casual’ clothes I’d been wearing to collect those deliveries. I was getting sick of the sight of those, though.

I rooted around in the wardrobe until my hands settled on a black top. It was this tight, almost corset-like number, with a scoop neck which showed off just the right amount of cleavage. But the thing I liked about it was the sleeves. They were big and puffy and wrist-length, made of a semi-transparent material, from shoulder to cuff. They had an opaque floral print, which was, in my opinion, almost too cute.

With that in one hand, I pulled at a few of my bottoms, before coming across a pale pink skirt. That skirt was one of the first that I had bought, and was still one I wore pretty frequently. A lot of those early clothes I’d actually tossed out, as they were either unfashionable or ill-fitting, compared to the stuff I’d managed to find after my move.

But this skirt was cute. It was almost a kind of jersey material, all stretchy and soft. It had horizontal ribbing, and was about as figure-hugging as an item of clothing could come. I had worn that pairing of skirt and top before, and had always pretended it’d be the kind of thing I’d wear to lunch one day. This was close enough.

Even though I was staying in my own home, I still needed a pair of shoes. That was something Madison was rarely without. I already knew which ones I was wearing; those nude pink block heels I’d been so in love with, recently. The pink matched the pink of my skirt just right, so nothing clashed. It was a very cute pairing.

I rushed back to the bathroom and closed the door most of the way again, before pushing my face to the tiny slit I’d left.

“You can open your eyes again,” I told Mollie.

“Thank you. This tea is really nice, by the way,” she added.

I chuckled for some reason. Which, again, I needed. I was still tense as anything. Sneaking around behind Mollie’s closed eyes reminded me all too much of sneaking around my family home, dressing as Madison after my parents had gone to bed, imagining the idea of one day not having to do everything in secret. It had all come a little full-circle.

Back in the privacy of my bathroom, I took my jeans and sweater back off. I put my arms in the puffy sleeves of my top, and guided the rest of it over my head. I pulled it down, before unzipping the skirt and bringing it up my bare legs. Once the hem of the skirt overlapped my black top just enough, I zipped it into place.

I slipped my foot into my high heel, and crouched down to deal with the delicate buckle. It slotted into place above my foot, and I did the same with the other shoe. I looked in the mirror once again, and the Madison I knew and loved was starting to reveal herself.

The next step felt like sort of a tricky one. I needed to do my makeup, and I didn’t entirely want Mollie to see me without it when I was wearing my skirt and top. It felt weird. If I was going to show Madison to anybody, as nice as Mollie was, I still wanted it to be on my terms. I wanted Mollie to meet the true Madison.

So, once again, I found myself making that tiny crack in the door.

“Mollie,” I called out to her.

My nerves were suddenly heightened all over again. The idea of explaining to Mollie that I needed to come out and do my makeup felt embarrassing. Clearly, Mollie didn’t care. She wouldn’t be at my apartment and she wouldn’t be friends with drag queens if she cared. But I was still so nervous.

“Yeah?”

“So I’m not gonna get you to close your eyes again,” I started.

“Yeah?” she repeated.

“But, like I need to do my makeup behind you, and I kinda feel weird, you seeing me before it’s done,” I clumsily explained.

“Oh no worries!” Mollie replied. “I can talk to you without looking at you, if that works. Pinkie promise.”

“That would be good,” I said to her. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome!”

I felt like Mollie loved to counter a “thank you” with a “you’re welcome.” I liked that about her. She always said it in such a sweet way. I opened the door a tiny bit more.

“I’m coming out now,” I warned her.

“Can’t wait,” Mollie told me. “I’ll stare into my tea for a bit.”

“Thank you,” I chuckled again.

“You’re welcome.”

I pushed the door all the way, and could see the back of Mollie’s head. I was immediately slightly more at ease, but still fraught with tension. I wished that I knew why. Mollie was giving me absolutely no reason to feel that way, but I figured maybe it was because years of keeping Madison a secret meant that she was maybe all the harder to share.

I’d made my way to my vanity table and opened my makeup drawer. I began to retrieve all of my supplies; my primer, foundation, contour kit, eye makeup, blusher, lipstick, and setting spray. I set them all out on my table in the order I’d usually use them, before Mollie spoke again.

“Are you wearing high heels?” she asked me.

I suddenly felt nervous in a brand new way. Was I wearing high heels? I had never had to answer a question like that in my life. I was still using my guy voice, so the idea of saying “yes, I’m wearing high heels” felt weirdly humiliating.

“Yeah,” I shyly admitted.

“So cute!” Mollie responded with much more gusto. “I can’t wait to see them!”

Her enthusiasm was starting to become a little infectious. Her positivity had been continuously disarming me, the whole time that we’d been talking. This was no exception.

“They’re my favorite pair,” I told her, with a little less shame in my voice.

“Amazing,” she said. “Hey, feel free to switch to your other voice whenever you want, by the way. I won’t find it weird or anything.”

Mollie was, somehow, really good at this. Whatever this was. All of the things I was worried about, be it my voice or getting ready in front of her, she was really good at putting me at ease about. She could have been a professional coming-out coach, if there was such a thing.

“Okay,” I paused for a moment. “I’m gonna do it.”

“Let’s do it!” Mollie laughed sweetly as she said it.

There was silence in my apartment. I gulped, and felt the feeling in my throat that meant I was going to be talking in a higher register. I still paused a moment longer.

“I don’t know what to say,” I told her, now in my more female vocal range.

“Oh my god!” Mollie immediately shot back.

“What?” I asked, still using my female voice, but now sounding slightly panicked, at least to my own ears.

“You sound amazing,” Mollie answered.

“What?” I repeated.

“You sound entirely different,” she explained. “Like, you actually sound like a girl.”

“I do?” I asked.

“Are you actually asking that question or are you just fishing for compliments?”

I laughed. And that was a strange moment. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever really laughed as Madison before. I’d almost definitely not laughed, while I was holding my female vocal register. I’d never heard it before but my laugh came out all girlish and high-pitched.

“Oh my god,” Mollie repeated. “That was such a cute laugh.”

I laughed again.

“I actually don’t think I’ve ever done that laugh before,” I told her.

“It’s so cute,” she assured me. “Your voice is amazing.”

I thanked her, put my wig cap on, and started working on my makeup. I was a little less nervous for having switched over to my Madison voice, and Mollie being so nice about it.

So far, everything I had worried about with regards to coming out to Mollie had gone excellently. There wasn’t a single thing she had made me feel weird about. She had only made me feel welcomed and, in a way, kind of loved. I had never imagined it.

Having applied my primer, I got to work on my foundation and contour, and eventually moved onto my eyes. We talked the whole time, now about more general stuff, which was nice as it was helping my nerves a lot.

It clearly wasn’t enough though as, when it came to applying eyeliner, my hands were gently shaking. I really did not need that, as eyeliner could be tricky at the best of times. I had to repeat the application in the end, as I went all out of the lines, and I wasn’t presenting myself to Mollie for the first time with uneven eyeliner wings.

We carried on chatting and I carried on adding to my makeup. Before much longer, I was finally done. My face was no longer Matt’s, it was Madison’s. The only part of Matt that still existed was the hair, so I got up, took my wig from its hanger, and placed it over my head.

Just like that, I was done. Matt was gone. Only Madison remained. I walked over to the full-length mirror, just out of Mollie’s eye-line, and checked myself. My hair looked great, the long brunette waves floating down past my shoulders. My makeup was flawless, despite nearly ruining my eyes. My top and dress combo were cute as ever, and my perfectly smooth legs looked great in the high heels.

If this wasn’t the perfect time to introduce somebody to Madison, it would never be. I turned to Mollie. My heart was in my throat. I was only a few feet from her and a few moments from presenting myself for the first time in my life.

“Okay,” I told her, after a lengthy pause to catch my breath. “I’m ready.”
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Mollie turned in her spot on the couch to look at me. There was already a smile on her face as she did, but the smile quickly disappeared. I watched as her eyes widened and her mouth shot open.

“Oh my god!” she blurted.

The words almost looked as if they escaped her mouth without her even having the chance to process the thought. She clapped her hands together, then clutched them to her chest.

“You look amazing,” she told me.

“Thank you.”

Inversely, the words came from me quietly and labored. It felt so hard to form them, especially in my feminine voice, with Mollie looking right at me. Knowing that she knew the woman she was seeing was me. Talking to the delivery woman was hard, this felt downright impossible.

“Come here!” Mollie continued. “Let me get a look at you.”

I walked over as Mollie had commanded, and I stood before my couch, where she was sitting. Her soft smile and kind eyes had returned, replacing the expression of surprise and excitement that had all of a sudden covered her face as she first saw me.

Mollie stood so that she was next to me. She extended her arms, and threw them around me. Her face was almost buried in my shoulder, with me now being a few inches taller than Mollie in my high heels.

I awkwardly attempted to return the hug, but I mostly just managed to get my arms around her waist, as she had sort of trapped my arms in her embrace.

“You smell really nice,” she said, in the midst of our hug.

“It’s- it’s my perfume,” I admitted.

Or, at least, it felt like an admission. Explaining any of these things to anybody - explaining that I wore women’s perfume or that I liked painting my nails - used to be points of shame. Explaining any of them had previously been my biggest fear.

The idea of being outed in any way, and being forced to tell somebody about the clothes I wore or the fact I could walk in high heels had previously been something I had avoided at any cost. I wasn’t sure that I had it in me to explain anything about my feminine side, without feeling like it was some kind of disaster to be talking about it.

“It’s really nice,” Mollie said, before she released me. “You look so pretty. Your makeup is amazing.”

“Thank you,” I repeated. “Sorry. I feel kind of nervous. I’m probably being really awkward.”

Mollie laughed briefly.

“It’s okay. I figured this was a big deal,” she smiled at me again, before sitting back on the couch and patting the space next to her.

I once again obliged. I was almost appreciative of Mollie telling me to walk and to sit. I’d completely lost my senses, gone somewhere in my mess of nerves around what was happening. It was a miracle that I’d remembered to breathe.

I pivoted in my heels, gently swept the rear of my skirt against the back of my thighs, and sat down. As soon as I had, I pushed myself into my couch and crossed my legs at the same time. I saw Mollie smile once again as I did it.

Little feminine traits like that, things crossing my legs and the way I sometimes gazed at my own nails, those were things that had started to become second nature to me. Even as a teenager, I had found myself noticing bits of girls' body language, and I then found myself adopting that body language as my own at home.

As time went by, my body language became more and more feminine, without me even needing to think about it. That was great, as Madison. I felt like I moved like a woman, presented as a woman, and for all intents and purposes, appeared as a woman. The only downside was that now, as Matt, I felt I had to actively try to remember not to keep using that body language.

“So,” Mollie started. “Tell me about yourself.”

“Uh, what do you want to know?” I asked.

“Well, everything, I guess. This feels like I don’t know you all of a sudden. It’s like we’re on a first date,” Mollie joked.

“Should we have given each other our profiles before we did this?” I awkwardly tried to joke back.

“Oh I would love to have seen your profile,” Mollie answered. “Actually that would have been really helpful because I don’t even know what to call you, now.”

“Oh, sorry.”

I paused for a moment. In my head, I referred to myself as Madison all the time. I had also referred to myself as Madison over my intercom, to the delivery drivers. But now, to say it aloud to Mollie made it real in a way that I had never previously experienced.

Despite Mollie being so friendly and doing everything she could to put me at ease, it seemingly did nothing for my nerves. I was still overcome with the paranoia that I was doing something wrong. It was a miracle that I wasn’t shaking the whole couch. I was surprised I could even form words. So I took a breath, and tried to form the next one.

“Madison.”

“Madison?” Mollie repeated. “That’s so cute. I can see there being a Madison, back from your hometown.”

“There were a lot,” I told her. “It was a really popular name, when I was growing up. I don’t know if that’s weird. Is it weird that I picked a name that other girls had?”

Mollie laughed again.

“You’re overthinking this, Madison.”

Some kind of magic erupted in my soul. Hearing her say my name - addressing me as the name I had adopted and had seen myself as for so much of my life - it did something within me. I had hidden that name deep down inside of me for so long. But now, it was real.

It was me.

“Sorry,” I said for maybe the thousandth time, since coming out to Mollie.

“It’s okay,” she chuckled again. “So are you a she and her?”

“Like, pronouns?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“Yeah, she and her,” I agreed.

It wasn’t a question I’d ever been asked before moving away from home. You very much didn’t decide your pronouns, where I was from. I’d found myself in a whole new world, all of a sudden.

“Okay, nice! Your fashion sense is very cute by the way. I don’t think I could ever pull off a top like that but you make it look adorable,” Mollie said.

“You so could, are you serious?”

Her compliment caught me completely off-guard. I didn’t imagine she’d have any kind of insecurity like that about herself. She always struck me as so confident and sure of herself. It explained her ability to look after herself at a bar job, and it justified her ease with meeting so many strangers for dates.

“Well you’ll have to let me borrow it some time,” Mollie told me.

“I’d actually love that,” I said.

The idea of having a girl-friend to share clothes with and actually do girly things with was almost too much to bear. Still, I didn’t want to sound too enthusiastic, after all, I didn’t want to burden Mollie with the fact that she was the only person who now knew about Madison. Regardless, this felt like the start of something big.

“So tell me about Madison,” Mollie said.

And I did. Over the course of maybe the next half an hour, and another green tea, Mollie learned all about me. I told her about growing up with my parents being away, and how that led to me discovering crossdressing. I told her about moving away in the hopes of being able to be Madison more. I even told her about my first outings over the previous weeks.

It felt as if Mollie had hung off of my every word. She was so engaged, sympathetic for the difficult times, laughing at the occasional funny part, and asking me so many questions I’d never even thought to ask of myself. After my brief biography, I was finally at ease.

Over the course of the afternoon, we just talked and talked and talked. It felt like we had tapped into a whole new world of conversation which we had never been able to share before. Obviously, to a degree, that was true - I could never have been able to share any of the Madison stuff - but there was something else.

Mollie was always happy to share with me the stories of her dates, and she’d still talk to me about makeup and clothes, when I was Matt. But now, with Madison being out in the open, those parts of our conversation became even easier. I always felt like she talked to me like I was one of the girls, but now I suddenly felt like I simply was one of the girls, not just like I was being treated like one.

Honestly, it was heaven. It was all I had ever wanted. Acceptance as a woman. The chance to feel like one, even if it was only for a moment and it was only inside my apartment. It still meant so much.

Eventually, after we had talked about almost everything else in the world, the subject of the Christmas party tentatively came back around.

“So do you do drag then, as well?” Mollie asked me.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, you said you could help with the Christmas party,” she continued. “Is that actually something you want to do?”

It was a big question. Or, rather, a couple of big questions. The first one, of whether or not I did drag, was a challenge in itself. I didn’t really know what I did.

“Uh,” I started and then paused again. “I don’t know. I don’t really know what this is.”

“As in, who Madison is in your life?” Mollie asked.

“Yeah, I guess that’s a good way of putting it.” I paused again. “Like, I don’t think I’m actually a drag queen. I guess I don’t, like, perform. And I don’t know if I’m trans either, because, like, I spend so much time as Matt and I’m kind of okay with that. So maybe I’m just a crossdresser? But that feels weird, as well.”

“Yeah this feels like a big one to solve,” Mollie agreed, presumably grasping the depth of my confusion. “But you don’t need to want to, like, completely destroy your masculine self to be trans. Trans women come in all shapes and forms.”

“Oh.” The pause again. “I guess I don’t actually know much about any of the labels, still. I never used any of them before, like, the start of this year.”

Mollie laughed again.

“That’s fine, you don’t actually need to know. You’re Madison and that’s enough,” she assured me.

“Thank you,” I smiled back at Mollie. “But I guess I kind of don’t know about the Christmas party. Like, I was scared enough coming out to you just now, and you’re, like, my best friend.”

“Noted,” Mollie cocked her head and beamed a smile at me. She looked very cute in doing it and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“But even then, like, I know I can trust you and I was still scared. So I don’t know if maybe I was being too eager, when I said I could help with the show,” I admitted.

“But would you even want to be part of the show?”

“I don’t know,” I pondered. “I think so. Like, whenever I see one of the drag shows we put on at Finn’s, I always love them. Like, they’re fun and free. And I want that. Like, I don’t know if I want to be a drag queen, but I want to feel as free as they do.”

“You want to be just, like, out as Madison? And not care who sees you?” she asked me.

“Yeah, that’s exactly it. I wish I was as confident as somebody like Anthony. I wish I could dance in my high heels and a skirt and feel proud of myself,” I told Mollie.

“Well a drag show is literally the place to do that,” Mollie told me. “Like, we don’t need to talk to Anthony just yet. I feel like we’ve probably got a few weeks before he really starts panicking about the show. But do you think you’d actually want to be part of the show?”

I stopped to think again for a moment. In all honesty, I probably did want to be part of the show, for all of the reasons that Mollie said. Again, I didn’t necessarily feel like I wanted to be a drag queen, but I sure as hell wanted to feel confident and free as Madison. So I told her.

“I do want to be part of the show.”

“I feel there’s a ‘but’ coming on here,” Mollie laughed a little as she said it.

“But I don’t know if I can!” I admitted. “Telling you about Madison was one thing, but then sharing her with the rest of the world is such a scary thought. I’d love to do it, honestly it’d be the best thing I could imagine. I just don’t know if I can bring myself to make it happen.”

“Well then let’s try and make it happen.”

Mollie had said it like it was the most casual thing in the world. Like it was as easy as starting a car or opening a door. Although, in her mind, and with her circle of friends, maybe it was that easy.

“Like, how?” I asked, instead of sharing the far more pessimistic thoughts I’d had in my own mind.

“Well what would you need to feel like you could perform? Just a little more confidence?”

“More like a lot more confidence,” I said, a little hesitancy in my voice.

“Confidence we can do,” Mollie told me.

“Oh that’s easy for you,” I said, a little sarcastically.

“Yeah, easy now,” Mollie shot back. “Tell that to the sixteen-year-old Mollie who all of a sudden needed actual headgear braces for two years after a hockey accident.”

“A- What?” I blurted.

“Yeah, straight up! Some girl smashed my jaw with a hockey stick - complete accident - and they had to wire my jaw shut,” she started to explain. “Honestly, it was probably worse for the other girl in a way. She was absolutely traumatized by it. She still apologizes to me when she sees me back home now.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that bit.

“Sorry,” I said, both in regards to my laughter and in regards to the actual accident.

“It’s all good. But I could barely talk. They had my jaw properly wired shut. Like, I could barely talk, I couldn’t eat anything solid, and I absolutely could not be seen by any boys.”

I laughed again and, mercifully, so did Mollie.

“That sounds horrible, I’m sorry” I said to her.

“Honestly, yeah, it was. For like a whole year, I was just a straight up freak. It looked hideous, I sounded weird, and I was pretty sure my breath smelled bad as it was hard as hell to brush my teeth,” Mollie explained. “But that’s not why I’m telling you about it.”

“Oh yeah,” I’d sort of forgotten why Mollie had even mentioned the whole thing in the first place.

“Yeah, but it all turned out absolutely fine,” Mollie told me. “I was pretty shy before the hockey thing, and then the headgear only made things way worse. I became so alone. I didn’t want to be seen by people and I didn’t want to see them. I was so worried about what they would be saying about me and my weird metal cage. But then, weirdly, there was a day that I was just like ‘so what?’”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Like, I guess I just realized that I was the only one holding me back from seeing people and being popular. I meant that specifically in terms of the headgear, but then I figured, why couldn’t that be real for my whole life?”

“So, what, you figured if you could have friends even with your injury, why couldn’t you have friends all the time?” I queried.

“Kinda, I guess. Like, I started to - I dunno - try and reintegrate at school,” Mollie started. “I kept to myself for a while after I got the headgear, and I was feeling lonely for it. And again, it’s not like I had loads of friends before, so I just sort of figured, what have I got to lose? So I stopped skipping classes. I didn’t run away and hide at lunch break. I sat in class where people could see me. I approached popular kids. And it was weird at first, but I made jokes about myself, I didn’t take myself too seriously. I kinda just let it happen. And you know what happened?”

“What?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Mollie answered. “Or, nothing bad at least. I just became a normal kid at school again. Well, not entirely normal, I still had a big piece of metal in my face, but I managed to find a way to make that a part of me that was special, not a part of me that was some kind of shameful thing to hide away from everybody.”

“Is this-” I couldn’t think of a more tactful way to ask my question. “Are you saying Madison is the part of me that I should feel is special?”

“Exactly that,” Mollie said. “This is like the moral in a kids’ show. Did you like it?”

“It was pretty well done,” I told her. “Have you used it before?”

“Not in this context. But, yes, I have,” she admitted.

“Well it worked very well.”

Mollie laughed as I said it.

“But I’m serious,” she continued. “I don’t know where you are right now, in your version of this story. Like, for me, it was a couple months before I could really feel comfortable with myself. For you, it could be way longer. It’d be fine if you still weren’t ready to go any further with this until, like two years from now.”

“Well, like,” I paused and thought for a moment. “I went outside the other day, and now I’ve told you. So I guess I’m at maybe the equivalent point of you going back to class and trying to talk to the popular kids.”

“Am I the popular kids, in this analogy?” Mollie joked.

“No, you’re the going to school part of my analogy,” I joked back.

“Great.”

“But, like I think that what it means is that I’m kind of ready to stop hiding. I want to stop hiding, at the very least,” I told her.

“That’s great!” Mollie fired back. “So let’s stop hiding.”

“Let’s stop hiding!” I matched her energy as I said it, then paused again. “What does that mean?”

“It means whatever you want it to mean. What have you always wanted to do as Madison?” Mollie asked me.

That was a big question. As Madison, there was so much that I had wanted to do and never had. I had wanted friends. I had wanted to go shopping. I had wanted to simply go outside and live a normal day.

Mollie patiently watched me, as I must have been visibly racking my brain for an answer. She shuffled slightly closer to me on the couch, so that she could put her hand on my upper arm. She smiled warmly at me again.

In that moment, I felt so safe. It was a strange feeling. Normally, as Madison, my time was spent scurrying around my apartment, staying out of eyeshot and being ashamed of myself. But then, with Mollie gently pressing the mesh of my sleeve against my forearm, I didn’t feel any of that shame at all. It was how it must have felt hanging out with girls, as a girl. It was like I was a woman.

“Well there’s two things,” I started. “That’s a lie, there’s a lot of things. But there’s two things I’ve always really wanted to do, but never could.”

“Go on,” Mollie said, her hand now softly rubbing my arm, comfortingly.

“So I-”

I paused and gulped. I felt so nervous again all of a sudden, admitting these things that I truly wanted to Mollie. It felt almost silly. I knew that what I was about to say would be the most normal thing in the world for a girl to say but, for a guy, it was probably one of the most embarrassing things imaginable.

That was a strange feeling. I knew that Mollie wasn’t going to judge me for what I was about to say. But still, some kind of masculine pride was lurking within me. It was the shield that I built to pretend that Madison didn’t exist, when I was Matt. I could barely bring myself to say it.

“I’m really bad at painting my nails,” I finally told Mollie. “So I’ve always wanted to get my nails done professionally.”

“No way!” Mollie pulled her hand off of my arm so that she could clap her hands together again. “Look at mine.”

She showed me her nails and they were wrecked. They had these almond-tipped finishes of a dark red, but probably about a quarter of the color had chipped away, and they’d grown out pretty badly.

“What have you been doing?” I couldn't help but ask.

“My god, Madison is a real bitch, huh?”

Mollie’s eyebrows raised dramatically as she spoke and I laughed.

“Sorry, sorry,” I shot back. “I forgot we were both being nice to each other, for a moment.”

“We’re always nice to each other, Madison,” Mollie responded.

“Did you just, like, decide the dynamic of our friendship,” I asked.

“Yes,” Mollie said. “This can be a brand new start for both of us. We’re nice girls now. Look at you, you’ve got nice girl vibes through and through.”

I couldn’t help but smile. I didn’t know what ‘nice girl vibes’ actually meant, but being referred to as a girl at all still felt very nice.

“So that’s what you want?” Mollie confirmed.

“Yes,” I told her. “Well, that, and I’ve always wanted my ears pierced.”

“Well then we’re doing it,” she told me. “We’re getting our nails done together, and you’re getting your ears pierced.”
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All of a sudden, I was nervous as all hell again. Things suddenly felt like they were moving very quickly. I had just told Mollie about my wanting my nails done and ears pierced. Those things had always been a fantasy to me. But I wasn’t sure I was ready for them to become a reality, right then.

“Like, now?” I asked.

“Huh?” Mollie raised an eyebrow.

“You mean, like, we’re going to get our nails done right now?”

“Oh god no,” Mollie shot back. “God I can definitely tell you’ve never had your nails done before. There is absolutely zero chance anywhere in this city will be able to do a walk-in nail appointment for you.”

I was fairly sure I breathed an actual sigh of relief.

“Okay,” I said. “Because I wasn’t sure if I was ready, like, right now.”

Mollie laughed.

“No way, I didn’t think so either,” Mollie agreed. “This has been a big enough day for you as is, I’m sure.”

“It kind of has,” I told her. “It’s been a lot. Thank you for being so kind about it.”

“Madison, you do not even have to mention it. Thank you for telling me.”

Her saying my name - my chosen name - felt wonderful every time. For the first time in my life, Madison was no longer just a concept in my own head. She was a real person. It was like I was actually a girl.

“So when do we do it?” I asked Mollie.

“I guess whenever you’re ready,” she told me. “But, I guess also it has to be a day that we both have off.”

“Good point. What do I even need to do before a nail appointment?” I sort of wondered aloud.

“Not much,” Mollie started. “Let them grow out a little, try not to break them, and do a little research on what design you’d like.”

“Do they have a list of designs or anything, for different nail places?”

“Nah,” Mollie said. “I’ll take us to one of the good ones. There’s this tiny place I know, it’s basically only big enough for both of us anyway, so it’ll feel kind of private. They’re really good there, so if there’s any design you want, they can probably do it.”

“Are they-” I tried to think of a good way to ask the question I wanted to ask. “Are they nice there?”

“Like, are you worried about them seeing you as Madison, you mean?”

“Yeah,” I replied, a little softly.

“They’re so nice there. I’ve seen them do nails for literally every type of person you could try and name,” she assured me. “Besides, if they’re mean to you, I’ll kill them.”

There was a seriousness about their tone that I found absolutely hilarious. Mollie was so nice. I felt so lucky to have her in my life, at that moment more than ever.

“Okay. I think I need a little longer before I’m ready for it,” I told her.

“Like, a couple weeks?” she pulled out her cell phone and opened her calendar.

“Oh I meant, like, a few days.”

Mollie laughed.

“You go, girl,” she said, through her laughter. “Okay, I’m off on Thursday. You’re off then as well, right?”

“One sec.”

I got up off of the couch and walked back towards the bed, where I’d left my own phone.

“You walk great in heels,” Mollie told me.

“Thank you,” I said back.

I felt almost a little weird about it. I was still, under it all, a guy. It felt strange hearing a woman compliment me on walking in heels, something that a guy outright shouldn’t be doing. It was almost a little embarrassing to be told I moved well in high heels. But it felt great in equal measure. It was a hard one to figure out.

“You’ve got a really cute walk,” she continued. “You kinda sway your hips. You look good, Madison.”

“Thank you,” I repeated.

“You’re welcome.”

I grabbed my cell and opened my calendar. My Thursday was also empty, so I told Mollie.

“Great, I’ll book us in,” Mollie said. “If you get nervous, just let me know and we can cancel the whole thing. Just try and let me know, like, at least an hour before. I don’t want them to hate me.”

I watched her tap at her phone screen a few times and, before long, she looked up at me again.

“We’re booked!”

She looked thrilled. All of a sudden, I couldn’t match her excitement.

“Wait,” I immediately said. “What the hell am I going to do with painted nails when I go back to being- Well, not being Madison?”

“Just keep them?” Mollie said, as if it was the most obvious thing imaginable.

“Like, turn up to work with painted nails?”

“Yeah,” Mollie once again spoke bluntly.

“But I’ll be a guy,” I said as if Mollie just wasn’t understanding me.

“Yeah,” Mollie said back, as if I was the one who didn’t get it. “Liam turns up to work with painted nails all the time. Imagine your nails are my orthodontic work, if it helps. Sure, you’re going to be putting yourself out there, and that’s scary as hell. But imagine all the good that can come of it.”

I didn’t say anything back. She was right. One hundred percent, she was right. It was just a scary thought, I guessed.

“Okay,” I said, after a little more time to think. “Okay, let’s do it.”

“Absolutely let’s do it!” Mollie agreed. “Not least cause mine really need doing.”

“You can say that again,” I joked.

“We’re meant to be nice girls.”

With the nail appointment booked, Mollie and I returned to regular conversation. Well, normal but different. I was more ‘one of the girl’ than ever.

It was hard to pinpoint exactly what it was that made it feel different. It was just a sense of openness, maybe. Mollie always was open with me - she’d always tell me about dates, or even if she slept with a guy for example - but, all of a sudden, with me as Madison, if felt like more.

Mollie had immediately invited me into a world I had never been a part of. A world in which I was actually fully allowed to see things from a female perspective. I guessed that previously, maybe Mollie had held back slightly to avoid making me feel uncomfortable, as a guy. With me now being a girl, for all intents and purposes, I guessed Mollie maybe didn’t feel that need to pull any punches.

And it turned out the guys in our city could be real dicks.

Despite learning a hell of a lot about the ugly truth of the dating scene that Mollie was a part of, it was an incredible afternoon. An afternoon which turned into an evening. Mollie ended up staying for long enough for us to get dinner delivered. We both went down to the front door of the apartment block to collect the delivery.

At the door, Mollie just watched as I chatted to the delivery guy, and handled the whole transaction. It was weird. Having Mollie with me felt way different to how I’d felt when I had to collect that package delivery a few days before. With that delivery woman, I was scared half to death. My nerves with the food delivery were almost non-existent.

Not to say that they weren’t there. They definitely were. I was nervous, it was just that it felt a lot nicer that time. With Mollie by my side, I felt I had way less to be scared about. I guess I did have way less to be scared about. With Mollie there, I didn’t have to do all of the talking. I had someone to back me up. I had some support.

That made all the difference. The knowledge that I wasn’t alone, that Madison had somebody that had her back. That I had somebody who had my back. That was what I needed more than anything.

As we ate, I realized that maybe I would be able to go out and do things as Madison. Maybe not perform in a drag show, though. That was probably a mistake telling Mollie I could, I just kind of got caught up in the moment. But I probably could get my nails done, as Madison. And, hell, we had a shift together the day after our appointment, so maybe I could go to work as Matt with painted nails too.

I talked to Mollie about that again. I wanted to come up with some kind of cover as to why I would have my nails painted as Matt, and Mollie’s suggestion was to simply not care. I didn’t think I had it in me, personally. If I could simply not care, I’d have simply not cared about being Madison years ago. That wasn’t me.

So we came up with the story that Mollie and I were hanging out on our day off and Mollie was down because of a bad date. The cover was going to be that she needed her nails done, I took her there for moral support, and then I got caught up in the moment.

Was it a good lie? No, not really. But did it make me feel better? Surprisingly, yes. Just any pre-rehearsed excuse about my future manicure was enough to boost my confidence. I sort of mostly wanted to know that I had something to fall back on, and something that Mollie would back me up on, if I got nervous about my nails.

It felt kind of childish, but it still felt good. That was all I needed. And with that, our conversation went back to the things we’d normally talk about. It went back to the kinds of things that girls would normally talk about.

It was one of the best days of my life.

Maybe that was silly to say, but I meant it. I knew that it was just a day at home with a friend, but it was obviously so much more than that to me. Mollie managed to slip in a bunch of compliments about my appearance and mannerisms and the way I spoke. She never let me forget for a moment that she was seeing me as a girl and, to me, that was heaven.

When it finally came time for Mollie to leave, way later than either of us had planned, I still had to try and act like I wasn’t devastated that it was over. I had wanted it to never end. I was just glad that I had something to look forward to; our planned manicure. Well, if I had the courage to go ahead and do it.

I had a few days to prepare for that. After Mollie and I hugged our goodbyes and she told me one last time that I looked great in my high heels, she reminded me not to cut my nails between then and our appointment.

I immediately began to think about whether or not I was actually brave enough to go out as Madison. I thought about it as I eventually took my wig and outfit off. I thought about it as I cleaned off my makeup. I was still thinking about it in the shower the next morning. Could I go out as Madison? Not just out, like how I’d been around the block before, but out, like as a member of society.

Over the next few days, I spent some time doing research. The kind of research that I truly enjoyed. I scoured social media and online look books to look at women’s nail art. It was something I had admittedly done before but, previously, it had just made me sad.

Previously, I had seen women’s nails, their perfect manicures and their cute nail art, and I had just been jealous. I loved painted nails. I thought they looked so pretty and feminine. I had specifically also always been so envious of that noise. The sound that long, painted nails made as they tapped on a table or at a phone screen. I had always wanted that but knew I could never have it.

But that had suddenly changed. Now, I didn’t have to be jealous. Now I could have the part of femininity that I had always held myself back from. Sure, I’d painted my own nails before. My skills were passable at a basic, solid color. But I’d never had a design. I’d never had art on my nails. And I’d never grown them out long.

I always thought that having my nails long as a guy could have been a telltale sign that I was secretly a - well, whatever I was. That I was secretly Madison and not Matt. I had admittedly seen loads of guys with nails longer than my own, and I’d never assumed them to have a secret female persona, but I could never not worry about it myself.

I had so many things to hide about my female self, that it meant I was constantly overanalyzing anything about my appearance that could be perceived as even slightly feminine. I wasn’t exactly a hyper-masculine guy, as Matt, but I didn’t feel like I gave off particularly feminine vibes.

But I guessed that was about to change. I was growing out my nails for a few days, and I was going to have them painted at a salon. It was a crazy situation - one that I wanted obviously, but it was still crazy.

So I distracted myself by looking at what I wanted. Before long, I had compiled a whole personal catalog of nail designs. Everything from simple, single colors, to elaborate paint decorations. French tips, polka dots, even cartoon characters, I felt like I had seen everything that could be put on a girl’s fingernail.

And with that, and with a few days of research under my belt, I knew what I wanted. In a whole world of nail art, I had managed to slim it down to one main choice and two backups. Mollie had told me to come with a couple of ideas, in case what I wanted didn’t work for my nails. She did sort of make me think that they could work some real magic at the place she had booked us for, though.

Mollie and I messaged back and forth through the week as we always did, but the day before our nail appointment, we finally talked about it again properly.

How are you feeling about tomorrow?




Actually, are you even happy to message about it or would you rather call or something?




I’m happy to message! Thanks for asking.




Uh, I’m really nervous, but I want to do it!




Ahh that’s sooo exciting!




So I was thinking I should come to yours like an hour before. We can hang out for a bit first and then I can drive us both over??




I hadn’t actually thought about that. Yeah, please come over first! I’m already kind of scared, so it’d be nice to have you over first so I can calm down a bit.




Course! What are you wearing?




Uh, I don’t know actually. What should I wear?




Just don’t wear anything with sleeves that will get in the way of your nails. Otherwise you’re all good!




Okay, amazing.




Thank you so much, Mollie! This means so much to me.




It means so much to me as well. You saw how my nails had gotten




lol




The stage was set. I kind of still didn’t know what the hell was going through my mind to have gone from hiding from the world to suddenly going out, dressed as a woman, so I could go for a manicure. But there I was. It was apparently happening.

And I couldn’t wait.
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That night, I barely slept. I was filled with nervous excitement, the way I imagined a kid would probably be on Christmas, if their parents were ever home for Christmas.

This was better than any Christmas I could imagine though. Hell, maybe it was Christmas. This nail appointment was something that I had always wanted as Madison. Well, as Matt as well but, like, I wanted this for Madison. It was a weird distinction to make in my mind. The line between who I was seemed to ever blur more and more.

But not that day. That day, I was Madison, through and through. I was up and awake and making myself a coffee probably the earliest I ever had been in my life. Mollie and I were booked in for an appointment at eleven in the morning, Mollie’s idea being that we’d be out before any kind of lunch rush, and, being a weekday, it was probably going to be quieter than the afternoon.

I had very much appreciated her forethought on things. Her care and consideration into what we were about to do really put my mind at ease. She had seemingly thought of - and had already dealt with - all of the things that we could have encountered that would have made me nervous about being out as Madison.

Realistically, I didn’t have to worry about what I was getting Madison for Christmas any more. I had to worry about what I was getting for Mollie.

By eight, I was fully dressed and ready to go. Mollie had already texted me to ask if it was okay if she came over at half nine, and I was more than happy. It meant I still had an hour and a half to kill, but I didn’t entirely mind.

The day felt like the crossdressing equivalent of cold-water therapy. I knew that going out and getting my nails done was going to be incredible. It was going to be the best thing I could ever hope for. It was going to finally be doing one of the things I had always wanted to do.

But to actually get in the cold water, to actually step into Mollie’s car as Madison, that was the really hard part. Maybe I should have just got out of bed at the last minute and got ready as quickly as I could, so I couldn’t even have time to think about what I was doing. By being ready at eight in the morning, it was like I had started to dip my toes into the icy water of exciting femininity, but wasn’t going to get all the way in for a few more hours.

I did everything I could to try and distract myself from what I was going to be doing, and then did everything I could to try and prepare myself for what I was doing. I checked that I had the photos of the nails I wanted. I made sure I had all of the things I needed to be out of the house as Madison. I checked my hair, makeup, and my outfit a thousand times.

Those last bits were new ones for me. Preparing to be out of the house was something that I had previously only done for quick walks around the block. This was different.

Maybe it was silly, but Madison had always owned a purse. For Christmas a few years back, I had bought myself a black bag, which I had seen in a shop out of town. It was an easy one to secretly buy, seeing as how a woman’s bag was absolutely the kind of thing a guy would buy for a girl - that wasn’t himself - at Christmas time.

This bag had caught my eye a bunch of times in a mall which I had been to again and again, as Matt. I wasn’t sure what it was - why it had caught my attention so badly. It wasn’t like it was anything all that special, it was like it simply called out to me.

It was small and leather, with a long shoulder strap made of gold chain, with black leather weaved into it. The body of the bag wasn’t even a foot long, and was barely over half a foot tall, and was a couple inches deep. The leather all over it was quilted, thanks to its crisscrossing diamonds of stitches. The whole thing was finished with a gold buckle to match the straps.

I had owned that bag for years now but it had never actually been outside. Even in my walks around the block, I had just clutched my keys and my cell phone, one in each hand. I wasn’t sure why. It sort of made me feel like I was more in control, like I could have a speedy getaway and run and unlock the door in a moment’s notice, if things went wrong.

Not that they did. All of my previous outings had gone extremely well, all things considered. I was hoping that the same would be true again on my visit to the nail salon as well, as I began to put my personal belongings and some cash into my bag for its first outing.

Putting the purse on my shoulder, I returned to the mirror. There, I finally saw my completed look. I had tried to put together something more casual for the nail place. Casual wasn’t my usual style, admittedly, so I wasn’t sure if I really had everything I needed to look normal in public.

Still, I had tried my best. I had found some things at the back of my closet that I hadn’t worn in a while, mostly due to the way I barely knew how to be relaxed as Madison. But from the depths, I had found some stuff which looked like it would work.

I’d found a pair of blue jeans, ripped at the knees, with a high waist and a slim fit. I rarely wore them, seeing as how I generally didn’t wear pants as Madison. If I was getting the chance to be a girl, I sure as hell wasn’t wasting it on wearing something a guy was allowed to wear.

But they did look cute on me. I had almost forgotten that I looked so cute in them. They definitely were not men’s jeans, the way they hugged my figure, and the way that the high waist made me look curvy in my corset and shapewear. Plus, the ripped knees showing off hints of my shaved legs was a lovely detail.

I had matched the jeans with a simple brown top. It was a tight, stretchy material which I remembered the website I ordered it from had described as ‘scuba’ and I had no idea what that meant. What it turned out to mean was it was kind of skintight and very flattering. I bought it before I owned the breastplate, and wasn’t in love with it, but after the breastplate, things changed.

It had a high neck and long sleeves, and a body long enough to tuck into my jeans. It hid any signs of an Adam’s Apple and any visible seam in my breastplate, so it felt perfect for my outing.

The shoes I chose were a pair of boots. They were simple ankle boots, with a rounded toe, and only had around a two inch block heel. They were a black leather, slightly shiny, and had a gold trim where the top of the heel met the back of the boot. The detail matched my purse. I found that comforting as, in my mind, matching details were the kind of thing you only thought to do if you were a well put-together woman.

Despite also being very cute, those boots didn’t get much use either. The two inch heel felt low. I had always loved high heels, so anything less than about four inches had barely felt like a heel to me any more.

But, in this context, the low heel felt like a good thing. I was probably a little taller than the average girl, so I didn’t want to feel like I was towering over every other woman out in public. I wasn’t that tall for a guy, probably about average, but I was already deathly afraid of having a reason for somebody to think I wasn’t actually a woman, in public. I didn’t want to give anybody a reason to think that.

I had finished the look off with some basic jewelry - a skinny gold chain with a circular pendant, which matched the bag and boots, and a similarly narrow gold bracelet with a tiny daisy pendant, also in gold. I didn’t wear any rings, as I had no idea what a nail technician would actually need to do to my fingers.

So I was ready. Or, at least, I had convinced myself that I was ready. I was fairly sure I looked like a woman. I could never truly tell, as I was obviously completely aware that I was still me, underneath my makeover. I was dressed like a woman, I had the hair and makeup of a woman and, hell, I felt like a woman. I hoped all that was enough.

Eventually, the door buzzer sounded. I checked the screen for peace of mind and, once I’d confirmed that it was Mollie, I buzzed her up. I waited for a knock at my door before I opened it, still justifiably nervous to let anyone else see into my apartment.

After the knock, and after I’d opened the door to Mollie, we hugged a hello. Mollie had arrived wearing her chunky boots, and this time she had paired them with a tight black skirt with yet another white band tee tucked into it. It was kind of her trademark look at this point. I probably would have found it weird to see her in anything else, really.

“You look great!”

“I love your outfit!”

We both spoke in unison in what was a very cutesy greeting. It was nice being able to give and receive compliments like those. So many times in the past, I had seen a girl’s outfit and wanted to tell her I liked it, but it just wasn’t the same, receiving those compliments from a guy. Being able to earnestly compliment Mollie’s outfit, as a girl, felt way nicer.

After exchanging a few more compliments, Mollie wasted no time to launch into a story about her last shift - the one I wasn’t there for.

“You know that guy Mike? From a while back?” she asked me.

“The Mike you dated for a bit or the Mike you saw twice and then realized you hated?” I asked back.

“Oh god, the Mike I hated. Definitely not the other Mike,” Mollie explained.

“Okay, yup, I remember Hated Mike.”

“Good, okay, so get this,” she started. “He turned up to Finn’s last night.”

“What? No way!” I was genuinely shocked hearing it. “Does he, like, know you work there? Or was it a coincidence?”

“I have no idea. Honestly I didn’t even really want to know,” Mollie answered.

“Yeah, that’s understandable. What was he doing there?”

“Being weird,” Mollie explained. “I said hi to him, when he was at the bar - like ‘hi Mike’ and everything - but then he asked me how I knew his name. Can you believe that?”

“No way!” my shock was only increasing. “Like, he was acting like he had forgotten you? Or does he have a secret twin or something?”

Mollie laughed before explaining her theory. It was long and involved but, thankfully, it worked wonders to take my mind off of the upcoming nail appointment. Before Mollie had arrived, my excitement was fully dwarfed by my anxiety. I definitely wanted to do the nail appointment, but I sort of still didn’t know if I was ready to be seen in public. To interact with a nail technician. It was a hell of a lot.

I talked to Mollie about that. She gave me a thousand opportunities to cancel - even if she was keen to jokingly remind me that her nails looked terrible. But, more than chances to bail, she gave me encouragement and support. And that was what I truly wanted. I wanted somebody there with me telling me that, yes, I should get my nails painted. She was like a good, bad influence.

It didn’t sound like a lot, thinking those words. Thinking that I should get my nails painted. But, considering who I was, it felt like a lot when we stepped out of my front door. Even though I’d now walked my apartment block hallways as Madison a few times, and I’d stepped out of the actual front door a handful fewer times than that, it was still as daunting as ever.

“You sure you’re okay?” Mollie asked, clearly sensing my nerves at the door.

“No,” I admitted. “But I’m sure I want to do this.”

Mollie smiled at me and hugged me once again.

“I’m proud of you.”

“I think I’m proud of me, too,” I said.

I watched as Mollie opened the door, stepped out, and looked around. She turned back to me and ushered me out, letting me know that the street was quiet. I hadn’t asked her to do that, but I was grateful for it. I had spent a lot of time lingering by the door of my apartment block before, trying to gauge whether it was safe to come out. It was nice having somebody else do it for me.

Mollie had parked out on the street. Her car was probably only a thirty second walk away, but it was still as intense as ever, thinking about trying to cross a public street to get there. Mollie started moving and, not giving myself a chance to think, I followed her. She looked over her shoulder at me to smile, and my nerves suddenly faded, just a little.

That feeling of safety washed over me once again. Mollie felt like a shield between me and the potential pitfalls of venturing out of my apartment as a woman. She made me feel like maybe everything on this trip would be all right.

The lights on her car blinked, and Mollie entered her driver’s side door. I hurried around to the passenger side, let myself in, sat down, and did the seatbelt. I breathed an audible sigh of relief, to which Mollie laughed.

“Make sure you remember to have some fun, today,” she joked.

“I’ll try,” I half-joked back.

I checked the contents of my purse for the hundredth time, and we were off. Just like that. Mollie didn’t even warn me, maybe figuring that this was one of those situations where it was better to not let me think about it. The longer we lingered in the street, the more time I’d have to be nervous about leaving.

But we had. We’d left. My apartment block started to fade behind me, slightly visible in the wing mirror. It was the furthest from safety I’d ever been, dressed as a woman, and we were only going further.

People littered the streets. Not loads of people, but people nonetheless. It wasn’t a particularly busy weekday morning, by any standards but this was different to most weekday mornings.

Out as Madison, every pair of eyes felt, to me, like they were trying to see through me. Even when they hadn’t looked at me, I felt as if they must have started to stare in my direction the second I stopped looking towards them.

“You still okay?” Mollie asked me, presumably finding it hard not to notice the silence in the car for the previous few minutes.

“I honestly have no idea,” I conceded. “I feel like everyone is staring at me?”

“Like who?”

We’d pulled up to some stop lights. We had a car on either side of us. I looked right at the driver of the neighboring car, but he was staring dead ahead. The pedestrians crossing the street were either looking at the other side of the road or at their cell phones. Nobody was looking at me.

“I guess nobody,” I admitted, as much to me as it was to her. “I think I’m just paranoid.”

“That’s totally fair. Are you having any fun, at least?”

I pondered for a moment. I had once again been so focused on being found out that I’d forgotten to focus on what we were actually doing. And what we were doing was incredible.

I was out of my home, dressed as a woman, with my friend Mollie, on our way to a nail appointment. If you’d told the younger version of me that, one day, I’d be doing this, I wouldn’t have believed it. And if I did somehow believe it, it would have probably made me feel like all of that young confusion and unease about who I was, would eventually be worth it.

“I think I forgot to have fun,” I told Mollie, out of everything I’d just thought.

“Well try not to do that,” she laughed. “What do you even mean?”

“Just the paranoia,” I continued. “It’s on my mind more than what we’re actually doing. But now that I’m actually thinking about what we’re doing, I’m kind of excited again.”

“Only kind of excited?” Mollie questioned.

“I’m really excited.”

I smiled to myself. It was crazy being able to admit to anybody that I was excited to go and get my nails painted. To go and get my nails painted whilst in makeup and a wig. To get my nails painted as a girl! I was existing in public as a woman. This was going to be the best gift I could ever get for Madison.

“Well I’m glad,” Mollie told me. “Because we’re here.”

“We’re what?”

I wasn’t entirely sure I was ready for that news. I had only just about adjusted to being in the car. Being in the nail salon was a whole new hurdle to overcome.

“This is the nail salon, Madison.”
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If I wasn’t with Mollie I’d probably have been hyperventilating. I felt like it was only her positive and calm energy that was keeping me from going crazy in the car. It had fully dawned on me once again what we were doing.

I was in a pair of heeled boots, a tight top, and makeup, and I was about to willingly step out of a car and into a nail salon. And then, once I was inside, I was going to put on my girly voice, talk to a nail technician, and have her paint my nails in a way that I wouldn’t have been able to just wipe off at the end of the day.

“This is kind of crazy,” I told Mollie, in summary of my thoughts.

“Don’t you love it?”

I couldn’t help but laugh at her comment.

“You get how mad this is?” I asked her.

“Absolutely. But how good is that?” she asked back. “Did you ever see yourself doing this today?”

“I didn’t ever see myself doing this ever,” I clarified.

“Well hasn’t today worked out great, then?” Mollie said. “I’m giving you a real crash course in being a girl, huh?”

“It does feel like that, all of a sudden,” my voice quivered a little as I spoke.

“Well, here’s lesson one. If you pass this, I’ll see what else you can handle.”

“What else I can handle?” I echoed.

“I’m going to take you places you could never even imagine, Madison,” Mollie answered, before scrunching up her face a little. “Sorry, weird joke. I’m just kind of excited, sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” I shot back as quickly as I could. “No, I’m really grateful for you encouraging me to do this.”

“Well great, because I'm having a lot of fun with you,” Mollie told me.

“I’m having a lot of fun with you, too.”

“Are you ready yet, or do you need another moment? We’re early,” Mollie added.

“Give me, like, two minutes.”

Mollie smiled and I smiled back. I mostly just wanted the time to calm my nerves. I needed to steady my breathing, so I rooted through my purse one more time. I was finding a weird comfort in checking my possessions again and again. Knowing that I had my things felt like the one thing in that whole crazy situation that I had any control over.

“Okay,” I spoke again. “I think I’m ready.”

“You sure?”

“Not entirely,” I admitted. “But I don’t think I’ll be any more ready than this.”

Mollie laughed a cute kind of chuckle.

“Okay, let’s do it,” she said, smiling at me again.

I heard her door pop open, and I heard her boot land on the concrete of the parking lot. Those things always let off a bulky-sounding thud, which meant that I always knew Mollie was coming, without me even needing to see her.

I opened my door in turn. Just a crack at first, as I felt the slightly warm air overcome the air-conditioning in the car. I listened. The only sounds were a passing car and the steps of Mollie’s boots as she moved to the front of the car. I closed my eyes and pushed, the door swinging the rest of the way.

There it was. I was now the furthest away from home I’d ever been, as Madison. It was a hell of a moment, but I was so nervous that I couldn’t dwell on what that meant for me as a person. I just had to focus on getting out. I just had to focus on keeping going.

Unlike Mollie’s boots, the cute little heel of my boots let out a delicate ‘click’ as they made contact with the concrete. The ‘tap’ of my toes followed barely half a second after, and my foot was officially out of the car.

I put all my thought into the way I was moving, rather than where I was moving to. I simply thought about the way that I needed to keep my posture feminine, as I stepped out of the car. I brought my other leg over to the first, keeping my knees together, and placed my other foot out of the car. I gently pushed myself up out of my seat, and picked up my purse as I did it.

That was it, I was out. I stepped aside, pushed the car door closed, and slid the purse up my arm and over my shoulder. I ran my hands under my hair, flicking the loose waves over my shoulders, freeing the strands that I had caught under my purse, in my nerves.

The sound of the car door locking suddenly rattled in my ears. It wasn’t loud by any stretch of the imagination, but it felt deafening in that parking lot. In that moment, it meant that I was locked out of my last bastion of safety. I was locked out of my one way to escape the situation and run away home.

It meant that I had committed to this nail appointment.

“You ready?” Mollie asked again.

She was smiling at me, warmly. She almost looked like a proud parent on graduation day, the way her entire focus was on me and what I was achieving in front of her. Or, at least, that was how it felt.

“I think so!”

Mollie finally looked away from me and turned towards the nail salon.

Even if the place wasn’t called “Nails By Amy,” it would have been plainly clear that it was the nail salon. Either side of the salon were two white buildings, one which was a local insurance company office, and the other which was a pet supply store.

The nail salon, in contrast, was bright pink. It was so in-your-face with its feminine color that it was impossible to miss. As if that wasn’t enough, the entire doorway was surrounded by an elaborate archway of flowers, which continued to run over the top of the window. In the window was a hot-pink neon sign that said “Nails By Amy,” repeating the words in the logo, written in painted cursive above the line of flowers.

“Are you sure this is the right place?” I joked.

Mollie laughed immediately.

“I can go in and ask, if it helps,” she joked back.

I laughed in return, then we were both laughing together, and then we were all but in hysterics. I was glad as hell for it as well. Mollie’s laughter and then my own laughter felt like it was a relief of some kind of pressure within me which was causing all of the stress.

We laughed a lot more than the jokes warranted. It was kind of funny, but nowhere near that funny. I felt as if maybe the intense bundle of nerves that I’d become had finally just broken me. I could no longer contain all of the agitation and stress and so I’d sort of just broken through that and had lost my mind. I had stopped caring. I was dressed as a woman outside the nail salon. So what?

That was the mindset I tried to hold onto, as Mollie opened the door and a miniature bell dinged above it. That was, as in, I tried to hold onto the ‘so what’ mindset, not the ‘lost my mind’ mindset. But whatever it was, whichever mindset I had actually gripped onto, I managed to walk to the front of the store.

Mollie stepped in, held the door behind her, and I stepped in as well.

I was in the nail salon.

“Hi girls,” a woman who I hadn’t immediately seen spoke to us both.

“Hi,” Mollie immediately answered back. “I’ve got an appointment for two in, like, ten minutes.”

I was now looking at the woman. She was probably around my age and dressed in all black - a tight black tee, black yoga pants, and black sneakers. She had her blond hair tied in a tight ponytail, which showed off her multiple ear piercings. They looked amazing, but I wasn’t sure if I was ready for quite so many piercings, myself.

“Great, what’s the name?” the woman asked

“Madison,” Mollie told her.

“Madison?” I couldn’t help but ask in outright surprise.

Mollie had not mentioned that she booked under my name. I didn’t mind by any stretch of the imagination, but I hadn’t expected it. Which then made me realize something; I’d spoken my first word in front of this woman.

I had been using my Madison voice all day. Since the moment I woke up, I was warming up my voice and practicing my female vocal range. I was so dead-set on making sure that I had the best chance I could hope for, to pass in the salon, so I didn’t even dare speak a word as Matt. But now I had to find out how that actually went.

The woman turned briefly to look at me and smile, but said nothing. It was maybe the best reaction I could have hoped for - no reaction. It must have meant I sounded at least remotely normal.

“Yeah,” Mollie also turned to me now. “I figured if you bailed then it’d be on you. I’m not letting you ruin my good reputation.”

“You did not,” I shot at her.

I’d have been laughing if I wasn’t so hyper-aware of every word that I’d spoken. Each syllable sounded out around me, and I was so intently listening to my own voice, making sure the pitch was right and the delivery was natural. Making sure it was feminine.

“I did,” Mollie told me. “But we’re still nice.”

That time, I laughed, whether I wanted to or not. I hoped that girlish noise I made earlier repeated itself. When I laughed as Matt, I laughed with Matt’s laugh. Now that I was laughing as Madison, I had to make sure that I was laughing in a way that made sense, to come from her.

“Would you ladies like a drink?” the woman asked us.

“Please. You got green tea?” Mollie asked.

“Of course I do. Two of those?” she responded.

“Uh, okay, please,” I chimed in.

I wasn’t entirely ready to be offered anything other than painted nails. The addition of another question, even the question of which drink I’d like, had slightly thrown me. I’d been all but rehearsing what I would do in the nail salon, during the buildup to that day. Going off of my little internal script was a challenge.

Mollie and I were shown to some plush, blush pink armchairs to wait in, while the nail technicians finished the clients before us. I used the quiet moment as a chance to take stock.

Looking around, I had expected stares. I had anticipated the woman who greeted us to still be looking my way, trying to figure out who I really was. I looked at the nail technicians and they were both diligently looking at their clients’ nails. One of the clients was looking at the open page of a magazine and the other simply had her eyes closed, chatting quietly to her assigned technician.

For all intents and purposes, it was like Mollie and I weren’t even there.

It was sort of a surprise. In my little internal script that I’d built for the day, I had kind of prepared for an early exit. I’d readied myself for a moment where I’d have felt so uncomfortable with everybody looking at me that I had to leave. I figured that I would have to tell Mollie that I left something in the car, and then I’d use that as a chance to run away.

But that didn’t feel like it was going to be necessary. I was sitting with my legs crossed and my purse balanced on top of my thigh. Mollie was diagonally across from me with a similar posture, and we were like any two women, relaxing in the nail salon.

Well, I said relaxing, I was still so tightly wound that I was probably one misstep away from fully snapping. But that misstep was starting to feel like maybe it wasn’t going to happen.

Mollie and I chatted quietly, continuing the sort of conversation that we were having at my place before we left. That sort of nice but slightly stunted conversation that you could only have when you were extremely nervous about the thing you were about to do.

That was still the atmosphere - sort of nice but extremely nervous. I was having a pleasant time with Mollie. I was excited to have my nails painted. But now that I was in a room with five women who weren’t Mollie, things felt different.

As our drinks arrived, and Mollie somehow immediately took a sip of the boiling drink, I thought about the situation. It was a situation that I figured I would probably only enjoy in hindsight. I was so nervous to actually be there. So much so that I was struggling to truly enjoy myself.

I wanted to enjoy myself. I wanted to love the fact that I was at a nail salon, dressed as a woman, with my friend Mollie. It was quite literally a dream come true. But that was a hard thing to really keep focusing on.

Instead, I kept focusing on trying to pass. I constantly kept adjusting my posture, crossing my legs tighter, straightening my back to push my breasts out, delicately placing my hands on my purse the way I’d observed women do time and time again.

I was starting to overanalyze my own movements and traits, so it was an outright blessing when I finally watched one of the two women step out of her chair and thank the nail technician who was working on her nails. A few moments later, the other woman was finished as well.

As they paid, I wasn’t sure whether to breathe a sigh of relief or be a whole new type of jittery. With them out of the chairs, that meant that I was about to get my nails painted. And not just the way I did it at home - this was the kind of way that actually lasted. The kind of way that wouldn’t come off before my shift the next day. The sort that would still be on my nails when I did go to work the next day.

They may as well have been permanent.

One of the two women looked towards me and Mollie as she walked towards the exit. She smiled politely, to which I hoped I smiled politely back. I wasn’t entirely sure what my face was doing, among my nerves. She said nothing as she walked by. I had either managed to smile, or my expression was so menacing that she didn’t try for any further interaction.

The woman who had greeted us at the door ushered us to our chairs. Mollie very subtly asked me once again if I was okay, and I confirmed that I was, so we made our way over.

Sitting down, the two technicians returned to us, and introduced themselves. My technician was called Charlotte, and Mollie’s was called Ali. Mollie introduced herself, and I followed her lead.

“Do you two know each other already?” Ali asked.

“Yeah, Madison is in from out of town,” Mollie replied.

“Oh nice,” Charlotte spoke. “Are you staying long?”

Mollie looked over to me. I had been used to her steering the conversation, so to be asked a question directly by a stranger - a woman I was now apparently in a conversation with - was a little daunting.

“Hopefully,” I listened to the sound of my own voice as I said it. “I’m kind of liking it, though I’m not entirely used to it.”

“Yeah, it can be kind of crazy, but it is nice here,” Ali agreed.

“It is.”

Mollie looked at me and smiled. I figured she realized pretty quickly that I was being metaphorical about being Madison, rather than visiting the city. It was nice but, as Ali said, it was definitely crazy. Not that crazy was all that bad, it turned out.

“Okay, let’s get to work then,” Charlotte said, reaching her hand out.

I followed her lead, and offered her my hands. Mollie and Ali had already started chatting about what Mollie wanted as well. I was worried Charlotte would be able to feel my rapid heartbeat through my hands.

“So what are you hoping for?” she asked, looking at my nails.

“Uh, I’ve got a few photos on my phone,” I answered, still slightly hesitant every time I had to use my voice.

“Oh okay, that’s perfect,” Charlotte told me. “Let’s see what you want.”

I picked my purse up off of the floor and retrieved my cell phone. I unlocked it and opened the gallery, to a folder I’d saved and hidden away.

“So I was kind of hoping for this, but I don’t know if mine are long enough,” I admitted.

“No way, yours are totally long enough!” Charlotte insisted.

I was kind of surprised. I had let my nails grow for the best part of two weeks, just out of sheer luck with the timing on when Mollie had first suggested we should go and get our nails done. They were pretty long, to be fair. Way longer than I ever would have had them as Matt usually.

“Oh, great,” I said, almost surprised.

I had about four backup designs saved on my phone as well, in case my idea was too elaborate, or too difficult with my nail length.

“Let’s get started on your manicure, then,” Charlotte said to me.
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My manicure.

I wasn’t where I had really ever expected to be. It was somewhere I had always dreamed of being, but not somewhere that I had really anticipated being. Not that I had ever really even anticipated being outside of my apartment as Madison.

With no more warning, Charlotte pulled out a nail file and started dragging it over the tips of my nails. She swiped back and forth in long motions, and I watched as the tips became more and more rounded, forming these cute little curves at the end of each finger. I really didn’t realize my nails were long enough for that.

It was such a feminine shape that Charlotte was making. My fingers were looking more womanly already. Which was when I suddenly questioned something; did I have masculine hands?

Looking at my hands, and looking at Charlotte’s hands, I found myself comparing the two. Charlotte’s looked more slight than mine. More smooth as well, somehow. Her nails were already expertly painted, though. Maybe that was all it was. Maybe that was why I felt hers looked more feminine.

But I couldn’t help but worry about that. Charlotte was going to be looking at my hands and hearing my voice for however long it took for a nail appointment to be over. I was somehow more on edge than ever. I had to remind myself that this was probably something I was only going to enjoy as a memory. I’d be glad that I had done it, even if I was struggling to enjoy it in the present.

Mollie thankfully spoke again, breaking me out of my downward spiral of self-analysis.

“So what design are you going for?” Mollie asked me.

“The first one I showed you,” I answered, trying to minimize the amount of words I needed to say.

“Oh, I know the one!” Mollie chirped, mercifully either remembering or realizing I was still nervous.

“You?” I asked.

“I’m doing kind of nude with a dark red tip,” she explained.

“Very cute,” I replied.

I felt much more at ease talking to Mollie. Focusing on something feminine to fill my mind felt helpful. Thinking feminine thoughts in my feminine body in a feminine environment sure as hell beat the thoughts of not passing.

Charlotte distracted me from the conversation though, when I began to feel a strange sensation around the edges of the bed of my nail. She was prodding at the skin near the top of my nails, using a little tool with a flat end. I had to check that Ali was doing the same to Mollie, as I was suddenly paranoid she was doing something just to me, for some reason.

Once again, Mollie must have sensed my concern, as she smiled a broad smile at me, slightly raising her shoulders as she did it. I guessed it must have been a normal step. I probably should have checked what was actually going to happen at my nail appointment, so this kind of thing didn’t come as a surprise.

It was over before long though, and Charlotte was using some kind of block to rub the tops of my nails, in those same strokes she was using to file the ends. I was fairly sure she was buffing my nails now.

This was a bit of the process that I did recognize, from trying to do my own nails to a professional standard countless times before. I’d only actually tried buffing once or twice though, as I wasn’t convinced I had ever done it right.

Judging by the care and attention that Charlotte was putting into the buffing, I was right. I’d never done anything to my nails anywhere near that precisely. Mollie started talking again during the buffing, maybe understanding that I was less tense again, and it meant my unease only dissipated more.

A chemical smell filled the air, that unmistakable scent of rubbing alcohol. I knew that smell all too well from removing my nail polish, after I had only been able to wear it for a few brief but lovely moments at home. Charlotte was using it to clean my nails, and I watched it happen as Mollie and I discussed an upcoming date of hers.

“Are you ready for the base coat?” Charlotte asked me.

I was grateful she did. It was nice to have a bit more of an idea about what was happening.

I was getting gel nails. I had sure as hell never done that in my apartment before. This was a whole new world for me. I decided to try and push myself a little. With Mollie keeping me calm, I was ready to try and be brave.

“Mind if I have a sip of tea, first?” I asked.

It probably didn’t sound like much but, to me and considering the context, saying anything other than ‘yes’ felt brave as all hell.

“Course,” Charlotte replied as she started to unscrew the cute pink bottle.

I sipped my tea and looked at Mollie, who was warmly smiling at me once again. Her base coat had just begun. It was a clear liquid, which was being applied to every nail. It was kind of a relief having Mollie’s manicure happening just a few moments before my own. It was good to get a preview of what I was in for.

That was also a familiar smell - the smell of nail polish. Something about it was intoxicating to me. It was a sweet, almost delicious scent, even though it was also purely artificial and chemical.

I was never sure if I thought that it smelled so enticing because of the actual fragrance, or if it was because of the association. If it smelled sweet, purely as it meant that I had sweet things in store for me. Feminine, fun things.

I put my drink back down and offered my hands to Charlotte for the second time. She placed them delicately on the table between us, and slowly dragged the brush of base coat from base to tip of each nail.

The clear liquid effortlessly filled the whole of each nail. Somehow, Charlotte managed to make one stroke cover each fingertip. I had tried to do that with my own nail polish at home time and time again, and I’d begun to figure that my nails were simply too large for that to work. I guessed that maybe I was just bad at painting my nails, after all.

Charlotte was finished in no time, and she asked me to lay my hands flat on the table between us. She told me to hold them there for a moment, and then she brought this plastic dome over my left hand. It was white and had a hole for my arm to poke out of. She pressed a button, and the interior of the dome illuminated blue, the light spilling out of the side, slightly glowing on my arm.

“We’ll just let this set, and then we’ll do the other one,” Charlotte explained.

I looked at Mollie’s hands, which were going through the same process.

“You’re going to get a hand-tan from this,” Mollie said to me.

“Is it UV?” I asked.

As soon as I said it, I almost flinched. It was such a stupid question. Surely any girl would have known the answer to that question. Asking that was surely such a telltale sign that I wasn’t a woman. I tried my hardest not to cringe as Ali spoke.

“Yeah, but don’t worry, your skin is fine at this kind of low dose.”

“Yeah,” Charlotte chimed in. “Do you not normally do gel nails?”

“No,” I admitted.

“She’s a paint kind of girl through and through,” Mollie added.

I was once again hugely relieved that I had Mollie with me, on my side. I wasn’t fast enough with those kinds of lies to cover my masculine side. I was probably moments away from accidentally saying “nope, I’m a guy.”

“Oh, you should have said!” Charlotte sounded excited as she spoke. “I’d have told you what I was doing.”

“Oh, thank you,” I responded, almost surprised that she hadn’t found it weird that a girl wouldn’t have had gel nails before.

“No problem,” she continued. “So the UV light sets the base coat. When that hardens, it’ll strengthen your nails, and then we can do the actual design.”

“Oh okay, great, thank you,” I repeated.

I still wasn’t being overly conversational with the nail technicians. I couldn’t stop focusing on my voice and my body language and overthinking them both. But something was beginning to shift within me. The longer we were in the nail studio, and the longer that nothing was seeming to go wrong, the more calm I began to feel.

Not that I was actually calm by any stretch of the imagination. I was still pretty tightly wound, I was just maybe fifteen percent less stressed than I was when I stepped out of the car. But, considering I was insanely stressed, stepping out of the car, fifteen percent less was still a lot of stress reduction.

My heartbeat had even started to steady. My breathing seemed normal, and my words weren’t feeling quite as hard to find, as they were when I had first stepped foot into Nails By Amy.

I let that feeling wash over me. The feeling of marginal calm. The sense that things might not go wrong after all.

I thought about what was happening - the setting of my base coat. This was a huge moment, all things considered. This was fixing my nails in their cute feminine shape. I had reached a point of no return.

Realistically, I could have trimmed the cute curves off of the ends of my nails, when they had only been shaped. But, now that they had the base coat on, they were sort of stuck this way. I had girlish nails whether I liked it or not. Whether I was Madison, or whether I was Matt.

By the time I had run through those thoughts, my second hand had finished its time in the UV dome. Charlotte had put it away, and retrieved a rack of nail polish colors. She looked up and down each row of paints, where the bottles had been separated into colors and then organized by hue.

It was a hugely impressive array of nail paint. I all of a sudden forgot all of myself, and was solely overcome by the aspirational urge to one day own that many bottles of nail paint myself.

“I’m thinking these three,” Charlotte said to me. “Was this what you had in mind?”

She held out three bottles, one pale pastel pink, a complementary pale pastel yellow, and a soft white.

“Yeah,” I replied enthusiastically. “Those are really cute.”

“I know, right?” Charlotte said. “They’re the ones I always end up using on Ali.”

I looked at Ali, who paused painting Mollie’s nails for a moment to wiggle her fingers at me. She had subtle, pastel nails. They were all a solid color, but they had such perfectly shaped almond tips, that they didn’t need anything more elaborate than that.

“They look amazing,” I told her.

“Thank you,” Ali said, before chuckling briefly. “Well, thank Charlotte, I guess. I can’t take the credit.”

“Yeah, thank me,” Charlotte added, smiling.

I wished I had been more mentally present to actually enjoy what was happening. What I was a part of was magical. I was in a room of women, having my nails painted. I was being treated as a woman, being involved in a part of the world that was normally exclusively reserved for women. It was incredible.

With that, I resolved to try and enjoy the actual painting of my nails. I watched intently as Charlotte took a brush and a small metal tool, like the nib of a pen, and placed them by the nail colors we’d chosen.

Mollie started talking to me again and, as I was so distracted by the nail painting, I found myself responding to her with a lot more ease. I wasn’t so hung up on my every word, I was chatting to Mollie like I wasn’t endlessly wrapped up in passing in front of Ali and Charlotte. Before long, the four of us were talking together, and my nerves were starting to disappear even further.

Charlotte painted patches of pastel pink on my nails, before dotting small blobs of white within her pink backgrounds, and dragging them with the pen tool. Inside those white marks, she dotted even smaller points of yellow.

It was almost like watching some kind of story unfold in front of me. Before my very eyes, my nails had gone from long-for-a-guy to cute-for-a-girl. They had gone from plain to perfect.

Each nail was forming a pink color all over it but then, within the pink, Charlotte was painting delicate daisy flowers. They were in slightly different positions on each nail - some of them having a whole daisy, some of them just having a couple of petals on, only for the other half of the flower to appear on the next nail.

It was wonderful. It was better than the photo I’d shown to Charlotte for inspiration. She was an honest to god artist.

“You’re amazing at this,” I told her, during a break in the light conversation the four of us were sharing.

“Thank you,” Charlotte said. “I really enjoy it.”

“I can tell. I feel like each of my nails has been a little canvas, for you,” I said.

Charlotte paused painting my nails to laugh.

“I’ve never heard that before,” she told me. “I really like it though. I need to start using it.”

I laughed back. Things were going remarkably well. I had spent the first half of the nail appointment waiting for something to go wrong. Finally I was starting to enjoy myself. I was finally taking in what was happening. I was getting a manicure! It was a dream of mine coming true. It was maybe a silly dream to some people but, to me, this was one of the best days of my life.

As Charlotte painted my final pinkie nail, I was almost sad that it was over. I had just started to feel sort of comfortable with things. I wished I could have felt that ease at the start of the manicure, to have enjoyed it all, but I supposed that at least I remembered to have some fun.

My hands were put back into the UV machine one by one, and Charlotte used it to set the paint colors.

“Did you want glossy or matte for your topcoat?” she asked me.

“Oh, I didn’t actually think about that,” I told her. “Maybe gloss? What do you think?”

“I was thinking glossy. I wouldn’t have told you that you were wrong if you chose matte, but these are definitely nails that you want to catch people’s eyes,” she explained.

I laughed as she said it. But then I considered what she was saying. I did want eye catching, pretty nails. But I wanted those as Madison. I had almost forgotten that Matt was going to have to have those nails in his day to day life.

I was about to say something but then I held my tongue. Why would I have done that? What would it have done? This whole day was all about overcoming my stupid internal fears. I wanted this manicure so much. To then try and bail from it at the last moment was stupid as all hell. Mollie and I already had an excuse for Matt. Matt would just have to take one for the team so that Madison could actually live for once.

“Amazing, glossy it is, then,” I agreed.

Charlotte took the dome off of my hand. I was still admiring her work. The tiny flowers were incredibly cute. I was finding it almost impossible to believe that they were on my fingertips. I glanced at Mollie’s hands, and she was already having the topcoat applied.

“Yours look cute,” I told her.

“Oh my god,” she shot back. “Yours look amazing.”

“You think?” I asked.

“Madison, they’re so cute.”

I barely knew what to say. I was filled with an overwhelming warmth. Something deep within me just felt right. I didn’t know how to explain it. It wasn’t necessarily a feeling that I’d ever experienced before, so I couldn’t exactly say that it was, say, ‘happiness,’ or ‘comfort.’ It felt somewhat like those things, but as if they’d been rolled into one huge, overwhelmingly euphoric emotion.

“Thank you.”

It was all I managed to say back to Mollie. Maybe it was the right thing to say, considering the context. To Ali and Charlotte, it was a simple compliment about my nails. To me, it was much more than that. I hoped that Mollie understood that, at least.

I was mesmerized, watching the nail topcoat. It was another clear layer, which Charlotte was once again effortlessly applying. It was like a bird on a lake, the way that the trail glided across my fingertips. A few moments more, and my hand was back in the machine.

The UV light spilled from the dome again, and that was it. My fate was being sealed. With that UV curing, my nails were going to be absolutely set with the cute floral and pink patterning. If I wanted those pretty, girly nails gone, I was going to have to go back to a salon to make that happen.

Strangely, it wasn’t anxiety that was my main feeling, as I watched the blue glow- it was exhilaration. I had forced myself to have to be more feminine. By going through with this, I had to be more Madison and less Matt. And sure, that was terrifying, but it was overwhelmingly enticing.

I had seemingly survived my first manicure. It wasn’t fully over yet, but if I had managed to get all the way to the topcoat curing without incident, it seemed like I was going to get away with it - with my first public outing as a girl.

And what an outing. As far as bucket lists went, this was a pretty unconventional one, but it was definitely up there as one of my life goals completed. I had fantasized about Madison one day going out for a manicure. One day having a friend. And, with Mollie, at Nails By Amy, I was living my life to its absolute fullest.

“I think we’re all done here, ladies,” Ali told the pair of us.

“Yeah, are you happy?” Charlotte asked me.

“So happy,” I told her.

I looked at Mollie and she grinned when I said it. She must have understood that it was more than just a manicure for me. I was over the moon. I could barely stop staring at my new nails as we went to the counter and we paid.

It turned out that a full gel nail set at that place cost one hundred dollars. I hadn’t entirely anticipated that but, considering how great the manicure had made me feel, I somehow didn’t feel all that bad spending that much money on a weekday morning.

For some reason, as Ali, Charlotte, and the girl at reception said goodbye to us, my jitters flared up again. It was as if I suddenly felt that I’d gotten away with it - posing as a girl at the nail place - and now I was struggling to hold it together. By the time we were back at the car, I could hardly catch my breath. When Mollie unlocked the doors, I could barely get in fast enough.

“How was that?” Mollie asked me.

I didn’t say anything at first. I wanted to tell her it was the best thing that had ever happened to me, but I couldn’t find the words to say anything. I was so overwhelmed by it all again that I just needed to go home.

“You okay?” she looked at me with concern in her eyes as she said it.

“N-no, I’m amazing,” I stammered. “I just- it’s a lot.”

“You had fun?”

“This was the best. I just- I think I need to head home,” I half-laughed as I said it.

“You sure?” Mollie asked. “You don’t want to get your ears pierced as well?”

“I don’t know if I can,” I told her.

“Course you can,” Mollie said.

She started the car and we were moving again.
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I wasn’t sure if Mollie was playing with me or not. I wanted my ears pierced. Obviously, I wanted my ears pierced. But not now. Not feeling as on-edge as I was already feeling.

“We can go home if you want,” Mollie said as we pulled out of the parking lot. “But I do know a place real near here if you do want to go.”

“I’m not sure if I can handle it,” I admitted.

“That’s cool!” Mollie briefly looked away from the road to smile at me. “We can head straight back to yours.”

“Wait.”

There was a real conflict brewing within me. I wished I could have tapped into the feeling that I had right before the end of my manicure. There was almost a sense that I didn’t care about any possible consequence. That it didn’t matter at all, even if somehow people realized that Madison was Matt.

“How do you think that went?” I asked Mollie.

“Great,” she told me. “I love how our nails came out. Yours look so cute. Are you happy with them?”

“Mollie, I love them,” I told her plainly and truthfully. “They’re everything I’ve always wanted. But I meant, like, how did everything go in the salon?”

“What, as in, how did you do?” Mollie queried.

“Yeah.”

“Like, as a woman?” she pressed.

“I guess. Like do you think that they thought I was a woman?” I clarified.

“Well I thought you did great. I felt like I was out with any of the girls. Although it’s kind of more fun, knowing you’re you and this is all new for you,” she added.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, it’s fun helping you come out of your shell. You’ve never let me into your life this much before. It’s fun helping you be you.”

“Thanks, Mollie,” I said.

“You’re welcome. But yeah, I had a great time,” she told me.

“But do you think they figured out I was a guy?” I had to ask again.

“Probably not. But, like, so what if they did?” she asked.

“So everything.”

I was almost surprised she asked. Before that, she seemed completely aware that my outright biggest fear was being outed as not actually Madison.

“Yeah, sorry, that was a dumb way of phrasing that, sorry,” Mollie raised a hand off of the steering wheel as she said it. “But, like, what I was trying to say was that they treated us both the same. Like, they treated you like a woman, regardless of if they figured you were one or not. And you got to do what you always wanted to do, so is that not enough to mean it doesn’t matter what they thought? Like, surely the fact you got to be yourself is worth more than the fear that somebody didn’t believe that it was your true self.”

“That’s-” I paused for a second. “That’s way too deep for right now. I kind of hoped you’d have just said, like, yes.”

“Then yes,” Mollie said.

“Great, I’m glad I chose you to do this with,” I joked.

Mollie laughed and shot a quick look at me, to see me smiling her way. My painted lips curved gently upwards, framed by my long hair.

“Well I honestly think you did great. And Charlotte and Ali either didn’t know, or they didn’t care that you weren’t a real woman or whatever,” she put a real mocking voice on for the words as she said it. “Whatever that even means. Like, how do you even define a real woman?”

“Way too deep,” I repeated. “But I guess you’re right.”

“I know I’m right,” she told me. “I’m also right that you should get your ears pierced.”

“Why?”

“Cause you’ll enjoy it. And cause we’re here.”

Mollie stopped the car in a parking stop by the side of the road. We were outside of a black painted building, a fair way removed from the nail bar we were just at. I looked at Mollie and she was smiling at me. For some reason, it made me laugh.

“We don’t actually have to go in, but I thought I’d give you the choice,” she spoke.

“What do-” I cut myself off. “I was about to ask you what you thought I should do, but I guess I know the answer to that.”

“Well actually my answer is that you should do whatever you want to do. But we can sit here for a while if you need time to figure it out. Or we can just go straight home,” she offered.

I smiled at Mollie. I kind of liked the game she was playing. Playing the bad influence. I felt like she was pushing me a little out of my comfort zone and, while I was definitely scared of being there, I did need something to push me. I had kept Madison hidden for so long, that she was at a real risk of never truly having existing at all.

Silence descended over the car. I pondered for a minute.

“Let’s do it,” I eventually told her.

“You sure? Want to give it five, first?”

“No,” I told her. “I’ve already waited my whole life for this.”

Mollie squealed and clapped her hands together again.

“Let’s go, let’s go!” Mollie popped her car door open and rushed to my side. She opened the door for me, and I took a moment to collect myself.

Was what I was doing crazy? Absolutely. Was I going to regret it? Maybe. But was it hard not to get swept up in Mollie’s enthusiasm?

Also very much yes.

I stepped my low heel back onto the concrete of the sidewalk. That beautiful click-tap noise repeated itself and my ears were in heaven. That noise was enough to power me through most situations. Maybe it’d be enough for an ear piercing.

I looked down at my new nails. The pink ends and little daisies. The perfect rounded tips and feminine shape. Despite my nerves and concerns about having to keep those nails as Matt, I was happy. I was more than that. I was overjoyed. And that was all because I’d been brave enough to finally do something I’d always wanted.

So I decided I’d do it again. I’d follow Mollie through that door and I’d get my ears pierced.

Mollie led the way, pushing the door open, revealing a much darker environment than the one we were just in. The overtly girly feeling of the last place had been so welcoming and, in a way, kind of soothing. This place, with its aggressive music and dark colors, was much less so.

“Mollie!” a man’s voice rang out as soon as we walked in.

“Hank!” Mollie called back.

“What can I do you for today?”

I looked to the source of the voice. It belonged to a heavy set, tattooed man. Presumably, he was Hank. He was bald but, what he lacked in hair, he more than made up for in head tattoos. My nerves in this place felt different. Up until that point, I’d only had any real encounters with women. All of a sudden, having to come face to face with and talk to a man felt very different.

It was hard to pinpoint why that was. I had often felt a lot more comfortable around girls. I liked having women friends and often found it a lot easier to talk to girls than guys. As Madison, that felt amplified. Having to even simply talk to a man as Madison felt like a weirdly and lofty goal.

“My friend here needs her ears pierced,” Mollie spoke for me.

“That we can do! Hiya,” he added, addressing me.

“Hiya,” I repeated.

“Are you a gold kinda girl or a silver kinda girl?” Hank asked me.

“Huh?” was all I managed to say in response.

Things felt as if they had moved very quickly from a few weeks before, when I hadn’t once stepped foot out of the house.

“Piercing color,” Mollie clarified for me.

“Oh. Gold?”

I said it as a question. I sort of hoped Mollie would tell me what to do. I was out of my comfort zone, but not just as Madison now. Matt would have felt out of place here as well. It seemed like the kind of establishment where they’d have actually recognized the bands on Mollie’s shirts.

“I’d say gold,” Mollie agreed.

“Great!” the man spoke again. “We can sort you out right now. This way!”

I had sort of expected there to be some more process or approval needed before I put a new hole in my body. It felt like the sort of thing which should require parental supervision, even as an adult.

“Mind tying your hair back?” Hank asked, as he walked me to a black chair, which looked like it was made for goth dentists.

I looked at Mollie. I could feel an expression of slightly wide eyes forming on my face. She smiled at me, clearly knowing what I was about to ask. She pulled a hair tie from her bag, and threw it to me. My catching was poor at the best of times, so it was a miracle I caught it, even at that close range.

The one blessing in the situation was that I had already tied my hair back many, many times in my life. I really enjoyed the fact that I could style my hair as Madison. Getting a heatproof wig was life-changing for me, and I treated that wig like it was my own hair. I felt a little silly about it, but that meant that I’d sooner tie it back than take it off, if it was getting in my way.

That morning, I tied it back again. I captured my long, brunette strands between my forefingers and thumbs, and swept them back over my shoulders. I popped the hair tie off of my fingers and it snapped around the ponytail of hair that I had formed.

Thankfully, the action of playing with my hair served as a distraction from what I was actually doing - getting my ears pierced. I had found myself in the chair almost without even really realizing, and Hank had returned to me with cotton pads and a brown, medical looking bottle.

“Great, thanks,” he said to me. “Just need to sterilize those.”

For a man with such an intimidating look, he had a very friendly demeanor. He looked like the kind of man who would be the first in line to have called me all kinds of names in my hometown. Instead, he acted like the kind of man who’d be first in line to stand up against those people back home. It was a weird combination. But that was city life, I figured.

I put my hands down on the armrests, gripping tightly, and sort of forced my body as far into the chair as it would go. The man clearly sensed my incredibly tense body language.

“Nervous?” he asked.

I just laughed lightly in response. I was more nervous than he would ever know. Obviously, I was nervous about the piercings, but that combined with everything else was a hell of a lot.

“That’s okay,” he said to me. “We can stop if it’s all too much.”

“Thanks,” I told him, without any idea at all whether or not that was what I wanted.

“But it’s normal to be nervous,” he carried on. “I still get nervous now. I had this one done last week and I was just as nervous about that as I was when I got my first piercing done way back, when I was a kid.”

He had gestured at a ring at the top of his ear with a now black-gloved hand. That was presumably the new one, which he was recently nervous about. When he had pointed at his first piercing, the one in the opposing earlobe, his finger must have had to pass over about seven other piercings. He had three in the first ear, one in his eyebrow, one in his nose, another under his lip, and he had a few in the second ear as well.

“Seriously?”

His attitude seemed to completely disarm me. For a moment, I had forgotten who I was and where I was. For the first time all day, I wasn’t obsessively thinking about me.

“Seriously,” he echoed. “But - and not to give you my psych theory here - but I think that’s maybe why I keep getting more. I like them, yeah, but also I like overcoming something. Each piercing is a little reminder that’s like ‘yeah, I did something that scared me, but I got past it.’ Cause that’s kinda what life is, I guess. A lot of good things are on the other side of what scares you.”

“I like that,” I told him.

I fully understood what he was saying. Well, at least, I could transpose what he was saying onto my own current experience. There was good to be found on the other side of frightening things, Not all of them, admittedly, but the scary thing that I was currently doing was one of the most exciting things to ever happen to me.

Going out as a girl was scary. Getting my ears pierced was scary, Madison or not. Knowing that I’d have to go to work with pierced ears and painted nails was incredibly scary. But there was good to be found on the other side of those things.

Admittedly, the good was those things that I was scared of. The good was having cute nails as Madison, and it was finally being able to wear earrings, after years of desperately wanting to do so. It was crazy that something could bring so much joy and so much fear simultaneously.

The man had started to wipe a cool liquid on my earlobes, which smelled mostly like alcohol hand sanitizer. He double checked that I was good to go, and I supposed that I was as ready as I ever would be. A moment later, there was a sharp pinch at my left ear, to which I nearly flinched, preparing for the piercing to happen, but then I was told it was already done.

It only took a few seconds and hurt way less than I expected. If I had known that going in, maybe I’d not have been so nervous about it all. Maybe. But the second ear followed the first, and within no time at all, I had pierced ears.

Mollie picked up a mirror from the side and held it out for me to see myself.

“What do you think?” she asked.

The reflection was surreal. Seeing Madison in the kind of grungy interior of the piercing place was very out of place. She had been a girly girl her whole life. Nothing about that place even whispered ‘girly girl,’ let alone said it. But Madison was there all the same. And she had two gold studs in her ears.

“I love it.”

“Happy to hear it,” Hank responded. “Keep them clean with saline solution and don’t take them out for at least six weeks. Let me get you a pamphlet about that.”

“Six weeks,” I echoed, not to anybody in particular.

“You can just take them out and they should close back up, if you’re worried,” Mollie spoke to me.

I wasn’t sure if I was going to have the courage to keep them in for six weeks or not. Before that morning though, I wasn’t sure if I’d have had the courage to get my nails painted. I was all but certain that I didn’t have the courage to get my ears pierced. So maybe I did have it in me to keep them in for six weeks.

“Thanks,” I said to Mollie.

I smiled at her as I said it and she smiled back. It was kind of crazy that she’d taken her morning to take me out as a girl. Without her, I’d never have had the confidence to do what we were doing together. Even with my recent outings, there was zero chance that I’d have built up to going and doing any of that stuff without her.

Hank returned with a pamphlet, as promised, and led me to the counter to pay. As I handed over my card, he handed me a bottle which he told me to use for cleaning the piercings. I paid, thanked the man, and Mollie and I made our way to the exit.

It was odd. When we had left the nail studio, I had felt giddy - it was as if we’d gotten away with something. As we left the piercing place however, I felt almost normal. The man who had pierced my ears seemed like the most relaxed and nonjudgmental person I’d ever encountered in my life. In fact, I’d probably spent more time judging him for his tattoos and piercings, than he’d spent judging me.

I had still gained no idea whether people were seeing me as a woman, or seeing me as a man dressed as a woman. Either way, nobody had said a word about it. I tried to think for a moment about what the difference was and if it truly even mattered. But I was completely overwhelmed by my morning with Mollie, so I didn’t feel I could handle truly dwelling on that thought.

“Where next?” Mollie asked, as we neared the car.

“Home,” I suggested. “For real, this time.”

“You sure?” Mollie asked.

“Certain,” my tone of voice was still feminine and sweet, but a little more ragged from my morning of social anxiety.

Mollie unlocked the car and we both climbed inside. I pulled my purse off of my shoulder, placed it on my lap, and pulled the tie back out of my hair. I shook my head gently and then teased my fingertips through my wig. I ruffled it and pulled the sun visor down to check myself in the mirror.

Despite it being a tiny mirror, for the first time, I truly appreciated the results of my morning. My gold piercings were just visible through my long, brunette hair. My fingertips, still loosely entwined in my hair, were adorned with a pale pink and the cutest little daisies.

I looked into my own made-up eyes and down to my painted lips, the smile on them broad and inviting. I couldn’t believe what I had done. I couldn’t believe what Madison had done. She’d kind of screwed Matt over in a way. And that thought made me a little excited.

I couldn’t quite explain that one. There was something oddly thrilling to think that my prioritization of Madison’s happiness in some way trumped Matt’s happiness. The idea that Matt was finally having to take the back seat and let Madison have her way for once. It was like a scale had tipped in her direction. The needle on the dial was firmly on her side.

“How are you feeling?” Mollie asked me, turning her indicator on to pull away.

“I think,” I paused to collect myself. “I think I feel great.”

“Amazing!” Mollie laughed. “I feel great too. It was so fun doing this with you. Plus my nails finally don’t look godawful!”

“I love my nails so much,” I told her.

“Yours are super cute. I don’t know if I could pull them off, but you rock those,” Mollie said.

“I don’t know what to say to that,” I admitted.

“Just take the compliment,” Mollie suggested.

“Okay,” I laughed back. “I don’t know how Matt is going to look with them.”

“Screw that guy,” Mollie joked. “Unless I finally end up going on a good date any time soon, we’re an anti-guy friendship.”

Something about that sentiment made me feel a sense of nervous excitement. There was something fun about the idea of being anti-guy. Obviously I was a guy, but it kind of made it feel more real to be Madison.

Not that she had any reason to be anti-guy. It was just kind of a fun thought to play along with Mollie. So I tried it on for size.

“I think I’m ready to be anti-guy,” I told her.

“Oh Madison,” Mollie laughed again. “I think we’re gonna go places.”

“As long as that place is my apartment,” I reiterated. “I don’t think I can do this any longer.”

“Hmm,” Mollie pursed her lips as she made the noise, as if she was contemplating the idea. “Not until you say that men suck.”

I laughed.

“Men suck,” I told her.

“That’s my girl.”
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After Mollie and I got back to mine, she came in for another drink, and we chatted a while longer. She couldn’t stay for all that long, but it was long enough for her to compliment my nails, my new piercings, and my outfit and makeup about a hundred more times.

By the time she left, I was practically glowing. I couldn’t stop looking at myself in the mirror, nor could I stop taking photo after photo of myself on my cell phone. Mollie had made me feel so good about myself.

Well, everyone had made me feel so good about myself. To have been with those strangers and for none of them to have made me feel like anything other than a woman had been a huge confidence boost for me. I still had no idea whether they knew that I wasn’t a woman, though. That was still slightly playing on my mind. But not enough to lessen my mood.

The rest of the day was spent in a kind of bliss. I couldn’t stop softly touching my piercings, so that I could know they were there. Every time I did anything with my hands, I watched my painted fingertips dance across whatever task they were doing.

Weirdly, when it was finally time to take off my makeup and wig, I didn’t feel as bad as usual. I still had my manicure. I still had my gold studs. I still had the feeling of being Madison, more than I had ever felt it, as Matt. When I woke up the next day, I still felt like her.

Obviously, my pink, silky pajamas helped that feeling. My floral bedsheets and the fact I was still tucked helped that feeling, too. But, more than anything, it was waking up to see my new nails. And then it was using those nails to gently prod at my new piercings.

Even though I had a shift that night, I decided to still spend the day as Madison. I spent what few hours I had in a dress and with my makeup and wig on. And I felt so good for it.

That afternoon, my feelings about the day before were solely positive. I had all but let go of the nerves about it all, and I was instead replaying it over and over, the exact second in which I first saw the daisies on my fingers. Or when I saw my reflection in Mollie’s car. It felt amazing to be a woman.

Maybe I did hate guys.

Late in the afternoon, I took off my makeup and wig, and reverted back to being a guy. Or, as close to a guy as I could be.

It was my first time seeing myself as Matt, but with a manicure and with pierced ears. It took a moment to adjust to, to say the least. The piercings actually looked weirdly okay with my short hair and less-feminine features. I guessed Mollie was right, it wasn’t actually that unorthodox to see a guy with pierced ears any more.

The nails were a different story. They were that unorthodox to see on a guy. And that made me worry. Despite not being a particularly confident person, I still felt confident that I could talk away the pierced ears. That was not true for the nails.

Looking at them, set against the black denim of my jeans, all I could hear was the kids at school. I could hear that older kid calling me a homo. I could hear my dad asking what the hell was wrong with me. I could hear girls in class laughing at me.

I had to get my nails off. I couldn’t go outside as a guy with painted nails. I rushed to my vanity table and rattled through my beauty supplies. I churned through the contents of my drawer, until my hand found the curved bottle of nail polish remover. I pulled it out, put it on the table, and retrieved some cotton pads as well.

In front of the vanity mirror, looking at my male face and my female nails, I felt like I was being torn in two. The day before, my morning with Mollie, was one of the best times of my life. Sure, I was terrified the entire time, but the overwhelming feeling I felt from it all was sheer joy. But now what had I been left with? Shame again? The kind of shame I hadn’t felt since I was a kid.

I felt I had just begun to overcome that shame. By going outside, I thought that I was no longer that scared little boy who wanted to wear a dress.

But I wasn’t. I was still him.

I was still that boy. So I poured some of the chemical smelling liquid onto the cotton pad.

Before I started wiping, I took one last look at the decorations on my fingertips. I gulped a dry gulp. My throat felt prickly. I had to try and get those daisies and pink backgrounds off of my nails. They had to go.

But they were a reminder of the best day of my life. Maybe it was a lot to say, but it had definitely been one of them. Going out with Mollie reminded me of how I felt the first time I ever wore a wig, or the first time I put on a pair of high heels. They were such huge and formative moments for me, moments that eventually became routine when I moved out and could be Madison whenever. But only in secret.

It had been such a big step to go out with Mollie. It had been a big step to even tell Mollie about Madison. And now I was about to go back on all of that.

I thought about Mollie. I thought about her being there with me, encouraging me to go out, all but pressuring me to get my ears pierced. At the time, it felt intense but, when I got home, I was so grateful for it.

But Mollie seemed grateful for it, too. She seemed to be having fun with Madison. She treated me like I was her best friend. It was like she had seen Madison as an enhancement of Matt. Like a new and improved version. It felt like we had meant so much to each other, that day before.

So to turn up to work with her, the very next day, with my gel nails gone and maybe my ear piercings out felt almost like a betrayal. Not just to Mollie, but to Madison. To myself. I loved having Mollie as my friend. I loved being Madison.

I couldn’t pretend any longer.

Looking at myself in the mirror again, my eyes looked red. I had cried and I’d barely even felt it. The tears had formed, while I was thinking about trying to erase the day before. I had cried because I didn’t want that. I didn’t want the day before to not exist.

I wanted the day before to happen every day.

I put down the bottle of nail polish remover. I closed the drawer. I was done.

Returning back to my full length mirror, I sniffled and cleared my throat. I gulped again. Finally, I looked at myself. I grabbed my blue denim jacket and put it over my white T-shirt. My girly, professionally shaped nails poked out of the ends of the sleeves. The pink of the paint complemented my jacket perfectly. For some reason, I smiled at that.

Moments before, I would have cut my fingers off if it was the only way to get the pink to go. So why the hell was I smiling all of a sudden? Maybe that was the sign of a breakdown. Maybe living a secret double life since I was a kid was finally taking its toll. It had to eventually.

Or, it didn’t. I had just taken the first steps into it not being a secret any more. I had taken the first steps to sorting my brain out, by allowing myself to be the part of myself that I had always valued the most. To stop now, right when I had just started to feel as if I was finally getting the things I wanted, would probably do more damage to me than whatever might happen if I simply went outside with painted nails.

I could do it. I could go to work like this. I had seen men in Finn’s with painted nails before. I had seen drag queens in Finn’s before. It wasn’t going to be that big of a deal if anyone saw my nails. Who would even say anything? Liam and Simon? The two gay men who ran the place? Mollie? The girl who had hung out with me, dressed as a girl, for like eight hours total now?

It was a strange thing to do, I will admit, but I slapped myself. I wasn’t sure what came over me - if I thought I was a character in a movie or something - but I used my right hand to slap my right cheek. I looked myself in the eyes as I did it, and tried to grab onto some kind of strength and energy. Some kind of courage that I could use to get me out of the door.

Those piercings were a reminder of something that I was afraid to do, but that I overcame. Those painted nails were a signal, to me, that I could have the things that I always wanted. They weren’t things to be ashamed of. They were things to be proud of. They were things that showed my courage.

Maybe other people wouldn’t see them that way. Maybe somebody in the street might see me and think that I was some kind of queer. But fuck it, maybe I was. And was that such a bad thing? If it wasn’t for those damn kids from my stupid fucking hometown, I probably wouldn’t even be thinking any of that stuff in that moment. I’d probably have just looked at my nails and thought ‘those are cute.’

Instead, I was on the cusp of a meltdown, just trying to leave my apartment. It was stupid. I was being stupid. So I grabbed my cell and my keys and I moved to the door. I opened it up, and balled my hands into fists, hiding my nails. I was outside.

I wasn’t exactly displaying my new and cute nails - but, whatever, I had to do this at the only pace I could.

I closed the door, I made it downstairs, and I got in my car. I wrapped my fingers around the steering wheel and couldn’t help but smile as I saw my dainty nails forming their grasp. I was going to work.

The drive over felt almost as intense as the drive to the nail place the day before, when I was dressed as Madison. I had been so focused on the people in other cars, feeling like they were staring at me. Feeling they were looking through me and seeing the truth.

I kept picturing drivers looking through my windshield and their eyes immediately focusing on my nails. I imagined pedestrians looking in and somehow seeing both of my pierced ears and thinking something about me.

But I realized that I couldn’t quite imagine what that something might be. What would they have thought, if they did see my nails or earrings? What did I think if I saw a man with painted nails? Honestly, not much. Generally, never anything negative. Even if it was a manicure I didn’t like, I’d probably only think that it was nice for them that they went and got it done.

The further I got from my home, the closer I got to realizing that things were maybe going to be fine. I was at the road Finn’s was on, then I was in the parking lot, then my manicured fingers were on the door handle.

I was the first in the building. Mollie must have been running late, which wasn’t like her. I checked my phone, suddenly in a panic that she wasn’t going to make it to work. She hadn’t tried to call or message.

As I started clearing away the detritus from the night before, I started to feel more relaxed. I was where I was going to be for the afternoon and the night. It was where I was going to be showing off my painted nails and my new earrings, presenting as a man. If I was going to do that anywhere, a bar with pink neon signs was maybe the right place for it.

Mollie still hadn’t arrived. She was five minutes late, which admittedly wasn’t much, but it was definitely out of character for her. I started to worry again. I was starting to feel more comfortable, but I still couldn’t imagine going through that shift without her. She had been like a suit of armor to me, when we were out together. I couldn’t face the shift alone.

I decided that I’d give her five more minutes, and then I’d call her. I started writing out a text, just in case she didn’t pick up. I figured I’d send it a few minutes after I called, if she didn’t call back. My heartbeat was getting harder and faster. My breathing was all of a sudden audible. It was heavy and fast. I wasn’t going to be able to do the shift without Mollie. I was going-

“Hey!”

It was Mollie. She was six minutes late to the shift. I probably didn’t need to write the message.

“H- hey,” I kind of laughed the word.

“Hey Matty!” she said as she rounded the corner. “Matty?”

She smirked as she said my name. I knew what she was getting at and I couldn’t help but laugh. I needed that. I was probably only moments away from running all the way home.

“We’ll stick with Matty,” I confirmed.

“For now,” she joked again.

“For now,” I agreed. “How are you doing?”

“All good. Other than the fact I forgot to get gas on the way home yesterday. I was so caught up in our day out that I forgot I had to fill up my car until the light was blinking at me on the way over here,” she explained.

“Oh I hate that,” I told her.

“You and me both,” she said. “How are you doing today though?”

“Uh, I think I’m doing good.”

“Let me see your nails,” she instructed, as soon as I had finished my loose explanation.

I extended my hands towards her, fingers straight and painted nails all perfectly aligned with one another. I was relieved that I hadn’t wiped them all clean, now she was inspecting them.

“Oh my god they are so cute,” she told me once again. “They actually go really well with your jacket. You should keep that on, if you don’t get too hot.”

“Okay.”

“How are you feeling, having those today?” she asked.

“Kind of mixed,” I admitted. “Like, I love them so much. But I’m scared. Like, almost worse than I was yesterday. Yesterday, I kind of felt like I was getting away with nobody knowing I shouldn’t have painted nails. Today, it’s obvious that I shouldn’t.”

“What do you mean you shouldn’t?” Mollie asked.

“You know. Like, that I’m a guy today. It’s different,” I explained.

“Yeah, I get you,” Mollie said. “I dunno, I’m just excited for you. I think you look great with those. Whoever you are today.”

Mollie extended her arms for a hug, one of our few workplace hugs. It felt like maybe it meant something that we did it. The line between when we were friends and when we were colleagues had blurred beyond meaning, now. Something like that.

We kept talking. I tried to explain to Mollie how I had felt that morning, although I wasn’t sure how effective I had been in doing so. It felt almost stupid to admit some of the stuff I had thought. I sure as hell didn’t tell her that I cried or slapped myself.

The whole time, Mollie listened patiently. She didn’t probe too much, letting me just talk, and she gave me little words of encouragement from time to time. We hugged again at the end. A long hug.

“I’m proud of you,” Mollie said, as we embraced.

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. I wasn’t sure if anybody had ever said those words to me in my life. My gut feeling was to say ‘what for?’ What had I done? Painted my nails?

But I knew what she was saying it for. And I should have been proud of myself, too. Sure, other people went out as the gender they wanted to be seen as. Other men painted their nails and pierced their ears. But I didn’t. And I always wanted to do those things. So I should have been proud.

“Thank you,” was how I finally replied.

We hugged a little longer and then finally parted. I asked Mollie about her, and we chatted about all the usual stuff we always spoke about. And that was nice. The longer we talked, the more I began to feel comfortable. After a while, I was polishing glasses with my painted nails and I was just enjoying seeing them glint in the light as I shined the glasses.

It was time to open up. Mollie asked me if I was ready, still wary of how I had told her I felt.

I was. I felt ready. I also felt kind of silly that we were making such a big deal out of me. Like my feelings towards my nails should override the fact that Liam and Simon were paying us to run the place. But I appreciated Mollie’s concern all the same.

We opened the door. It was time to begin my first shift with a manicure.


twenty
. . .




The shift started the same as any other. Nobody came in at first, then people started to trickle in, then eventually it got so busy that we were glad to have a bouncer.

There was some kind of group event going on. There were faces I’d never seen, and a lot of them. Mollie and I were trying to figure out if we knew any of them, or if we could figure out what the event even was, but we were lost on both. I guessed birthday and that I maybe sort of recognized one guy, Mollie guessed it was some kind of excessive work event and they were all from out of town.

The first handful of orders I took made me nervous. I poured a few bad beers, feeling like whoever I was serving was watching my nails as I used the tap. But after I had handed the drinks over and nobody said a word about my nails or ears, I almost started to forget there was anything special about them at all. It began to feel like a regular shift.

It wasn’t until some random drunk girl from the group of strangers literally screeched, when she saw my nails, that anybody had even seemed to take any note of them at all.

“I love your nails!” she outright hollered at me, as I handed her a pink gin and tonic.

“Thank you!” I called back, a little less loud.

“You’re so cool!”

She turned away after she said it and returned to her mystery crowd. I hadn’t really expected anybody to call me cool for my manicure. But then I’d also not expected anyone to say anything nice at all. I had expected, at best, a question as to why I’d got my nails painted. At worst, I’d expected outright derision.

But that never seemed to come. I had rehearsed my lie countless times - about getting my nails done with Mollie to help her through a bad day. But I never actually said those words out loud even once.

The evening was going well. Way better than anticipated. The group of unknown patrons were getting a little rowdy, but nothing outside of what you’d see on a weekend. After a while, I began to feel like nothing could go wrong at all. I began to feel unstoppable.

That was, until a man from the large group approached the bar.

This had been the man that I thought I loosely recognized. Whether he was somebody who had been to the bar a couple of times before, or whether he was maybe a guy who worked at the grocery store or something, I couldn’t quite place.

He was wearing gray slacks with polished black shoes. He had a sleek cotton shirt tucked into his pants, no tie, and wore a darker gray overcoat on top, even inside the bar. Not that I could judge, I’d kept my denim jacket on as well.

His hair was black and just long enough to slick back. He had a thin face with sharp features and dark five o’clock shadow. He carried himself with confidence. But none of those things meant anything to me. I still couldn’t recognize him.

“Two mojitos, please,” the man said to me as he squeezed in near enough to me to order.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“No thanks,” the man replied, before holding eye contact with me for a moment longer than I’d have expected.

His eyes narrowed ever so slightly as he did it. It was the eyes of a man who clearly thought he recognized me, as well. I still couldn’t place him. As I added the mint and syrup to the shaker, mixing them gently with the muddler, I racked my brain but got nowhere.

“Sorry for the ruckus over there,” the man offered. “My fiancé just got a promotion.”

“Oh, congratulations! Well, to your fiancé,” I corrected. “And I guess to you, if it means free drinks.”

The man laughed. I had poured the rum, squeezed some lime juice in, and was adding ice to the shaker, when something clicked into place. I knew his accent as well.

“Do I know you?”

That was the man asking me. He must have known it as well.

“I’m not sure, man.”

I was feeling a little cagey about it. I wasn’t sure why, but I had the feeling that I did know this man, but not necessarily for the right reasons.

He didn’t reply. I had started shaking the cocktail so I wouldn’t have been able to hear him anyway. I felt like he was studying me somehow. Like I was being cross-examined by a detective.

I poured the contents of the mixer across a pair of glasses, and started topping them up with soda water from the tap. I added a little garnish of mint and a wheel of lime and clutched the two drinks in my hands. I extended them towards the man, as he looked at the drinks. Maybe at my painted nails.

All of a sudden, he looked me in the eyes again and said it.

“Holy shit.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Matt?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I furrowed my eyebrows. “How do I know you?”

Then everything changed.

“I went to school with you, man! I’m Caleb!”

Of course I knew him. It was Caleb Beckett. I should have known. His face had changed a little. His hairstyle and clothes had changed completely. But his accent was mostly still there. It was mostly my accent. It was so obvious who he was.

He was the kid from a couple of years above me at school. The kid who called me a homo for the way I played baseball. And, god damn, If he thought I was a homo because of the way I played sports, I dreaded to think what he’d say about the way I painted my nails or pierced my ears.

Caleb thrust some dollars my way and took the drinks from me.

“I gotta introduce you to my fiancé,” he told me.

He turned to leave right away. My ears were ringing. I hadn’t said anything in response to his introduction or his suggestion that I met his fiancé. I felt sick.

All of a sudden, I wasn’t myself any more. I hadn’t seen Caleb since I was a confused teenager. Now, even standing there in the bar, serving drinks, I felt like that confused teenager all over again. I was afraid in a way that I hadn’t been since I first worried about kids at school finding out about Madison.

Mollie was at the other end of the bar. I ignored the girl waiting to order a drink from me, and I rushed over to her.

“Mollie, I need you.”

It sounded dumb but I did need her. I wanted to run away or to hide somewhere. I needed her to fix everything and protect me, the way I felt she could have done when we were out together the day before.

“What is it?” she asked, her voice sounded concerned.

“It’s this guy. I knew him when I was a kid. I don’t want to see him,” I rushed.

I didn’t fully know how to explain it. There was a lot of backstory between me and Caleb that Mollie wouldn’t have been aware of, which justified my fear of him.

“Okay, let me finish this drink and then we can sort this out,” she offered.

I could see Caleb back with his group. He seemed lost in conversation again. It didn’t look as if he was in any hurry to rush back over, but I was so on edge. I could just imagine him telling his fiancé and her friends that the kid he called a homo at school was at that very same bar and now he painted his nails.

My heart was racing. The feeling of sickness was intensifying. I had to steady myself on the bar back as I tried to calm my breathing. Mollie handed over a drink, took the payment, and came back to me.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, placing her hand on my shoulder.

Nobody else was on the bar. It was just me and Mollie, which didn’t feel like a lot for a night as busy as it was, but we’d been through worse. Well, worse, if you’d excluded a run-in with a kid who I’d hoped to never see again.

I tried my best to rapidly explain everything about the situation, while Mollie asked the handful of people waiting at the bar to give us a moment. Everyone seemed to be the right kind of drunk to not mind waiting, so we spoke for a minute or so.

I explained who Caleb was when we were kids. I pointed him out in the crowd. I told her that he had seen my painted nails and now I was scared of what he was saying to her friends. Mollie hugged me.

“You’re gonna be all right,” she told me. “If we’re lucky, they’ll just fuck off and forget all about this.”

I nodded.

“But if they don’t - if they actually come back to the bar to say something to you - I’ll be here. I’ll go tell the bouncer now to keep an eye on that guy, and I’ll be near you the whole time he’s here. Is that okay?” she asked. “Or you can go home if you need, I could call Liam and see if he can fill in.”

I did sort of want to just go home. Seeing Caleb had undone all of the positivity I had felt in being Madison the day before. All of a sudden, I wasn’t proud of my nails and piercings. I was ashamed of them. I was ashamed of Madison.

But I hated that Caleb could do that to me. The whole reason that I wasn’t more proud of who I was - definitely the reason I hadn’t ever come out to anybody before - was all because of people like Caleb Beckett. Their attitudes were the sole thing preventing me from being the person I had always dreamed of being.

“No,” I told her. “I’ll stay. I need you to tell the bouncer and to stick with me, though. I kinda need you.”

“Of course!” Mollie answered. “I’ll radio him so I don’t have to go anywhere. We’ll get through this.”

Mollie was sweet. She was completely integral to my being Madison, now. Without Mollie, she’d have still only existed in my imagination. She was my hero. I watched as she grabbed a radio from the counter under the bar and explained loosely to a bouncer that she thought that Caleb might cause trouble, and they should be aware of him.

I was trying to channel any sense of calm that I could find. Caleb still hadn’t come over. A bouncer had moved a little closer to their group, but pretty inconspicuously. Between that, and knowing that Mollie had my back, I was beginning to feel safe again.

With that, we went back to serving. I found myself hiding my nails with some orders. If someone from their group came over, I tried to have Mollie handle the order. If a guy I didn’t recognize ordered from me, I tried to do it without the manicure seeing the light of day at all.

After a while, I honestly started to think that nothing was going to happen. The group seemed to be dwindling. Caleb’s friends seemed to be leaving, or at least hanging around outside like people who didn’t intend to stay much longer.

That was until I saw Caleb gesturing over his own shoulder with a thumb, loosely pointing towards the bar. He put his arm around one of his friends’ shoulders and gestured back again, to which the guy turned around and looked our way.

The guy was slight and short with light blond hair. He didn’t look like the kind of guy who would start a fight with me, but I was still scared about what Caleb was planning. I tapped Mollie on the shoulder, and told her that I thought they were going to come over.

“Do some stuff at the back bar,” Mollie told me. “I’ll keep an eye.”

I took her advice right away. I moved to the rear of the serving area and chopped some lime wheels, keeping my back to Caleb on the other side of the room.

“He keeps looking this way,” Mollie said to me in a hushed tone.

“Okay.”

I didn’t know how else to respond. It wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

“Okay, it’s gonna be fine but they’re coming over.”

I was scared again. I didn’t want to have to confront Caleb Beckett. Even if he wasn’t violent or even if he wasn’t outright mean, I knew that he must have understood the power he held over me. I turned slightly, just enough to maybe catch what was happening in my periphery.

“Matt!” I heard my name being called, even over the music.

I didn’t turn around. Mollie didn’t say anything. Out of the corner of my eye, I could just about see her ignoring me and them.

“Hey, Matt!” the voice called again.

They were at the bar. There was nowhere to hide. Mollie was between me and Caleb. I had to do it. I turned.

“Oh, hey,” I offered.

Mollie glanced over her shoulder at me. She nodded with an intense look in her eyes. I didn’t entirely know what it meant. It made me feel like she was telling me she was ready to fight this guy if she had to. I sort of liked that.

“Matt, I was just talking about you,” he told me.

“Oh yeah?” I replied, trying to stop my voice from breaking.

What had he been saying? That he had been right about me all along?

“Yeah,” Caleb replied. “I wanted you to meet my fiancé.”

I looked at Caleb blankly.

“This is Terry,” he told me. “I proposed to him last weekend.”
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Never before had I experienced such a dramatic shift in my feelings. I didn’t know what to even say.

I nearly blurted ‘your fiancé?’ It was potentially the most unexpected thing that I had ever heard. The kid who had called me a homo for almost two solid years was engaged to a man? My thoughts were all over the place. I wanted to call him out for all of the times he called me names, or the way that just seeing him made me feel embarrassed about who I actually was.

But then I wondered; was that who I wanted to be? He made me feel small and scared and ashamed and, obviously, I hated that. But I didn’t want to do that back to him. I wouldn’t want anybody to feel that way, even Caleb Beckett. Hell, for all I knew, he always felt that way at school as well.

Maybe he did, actually.

Maybe he was as scared as I was.

“Hey, Terry!” were the words I settled on.

“Hey, Matt!” he fired back. “So you two went to school together?”

Mollie looked back at me and both smiled and raised an eyebrow. She seemed as confused as I was.

“Sure did,” Caleb interjected.

“Yeah, though Caleb was a few years older than me,” I added.

“So you knew each other?”

Caleb looked at me. His drunken look didn’t betray much about what he was thinking.

“Only kinda,” I decided to say. “We probably more knew of each other.”

“Ohh, both a pair of celebrities at school, were we?” Terry spoke.

He had an amusingly sassy tone to the way he talked. Like there was drama to be found in every sentence.

“Something like that,” I agreed.

“Nah,” Caleb contested. “I think I was kinda mean to Matt back then.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. He was mean to me, but I didn’t want to be the one to say it. I didn’t even want to agree with him now, even.

“You? Mean?” Terry asked, with even more sass to his voice.

“Yeah, but the bad kind of mean,” he explained. “I’m sorry, man. I know it doesn’t mean much now, but I’m sorry. But you look like you’re doing well, at least.”

“You do, too,” I said.

I didn’t know whether to thank him for the apology or let it pass. It was a weird one. I had held resentment against this boy for years. The Caleb Beckett from school was like some kind of grim shadow in my mind, so much so that I still thought of his name from time to time, now as an adult with a job. The Caleb Beckett standing in front of me seemed like he could be a man with humility. He definitely seemed like a man with a boyfriend.

“And thanks,” I added.

“Can’t believe I ran into you so far from home, man,” he said. “You live out here or what?”

“Yeah, what about you?” I asked, not entirely sure what I wanted to hear for an answer.

“We did for a bit. It’s actually where we met,” he put his arm around Terry. “Though we’ve moved around for work, since. But hey, maybe we’ll end up back here.”

“Ah well congratulations,” I told them both, with regards to basically everything I’d just been told.

Terry and Caleb both thanked me in unison.

“We should get going,” Caleb told me, “I think all our friends have already moved onto the next place. But hey, it was good running into you, man.”

“You love making people late,” Terry interjected.

“I love making you late,” he argued. “But yeah, nice to meet you. And I like your nails. Have a good night!”

“Have a good night,” I echoed.

“Bye,” Terry added with a wave.

As they turned to leave, I couldn’t help but stare at Mollie, wide eyed. My childhood bully was now an adult with a fiancé. My childhood bully just complimented my manicure. There was a hell of a lot going on. Mollie just laughed.

“He seemed quite nice, actually,” she told me, through the giggles.

“I really don’t like you, some days,” I fired back.

“That’s great,” Mollie said. “Now are you going to serve any of our customers?”

The rest of the shift melted away. My biggest fear of the whole night was somebody saying something to me about my nails. Somehow, what had actually happened was that two people had said something to me about my nails, and that it was a good thing. The girl who thought I was cool was an unexpected delight. A school bully telling me he liked my nails was something else entirely.

What actually was it, though? I couldn’t even tell how it had left me feeling. Vindicated, maybe? Did I feel better for knowing that the kid who called my gay at school turned out to be a gay adult? That wasn’t it. I didn’t feel any sense of superiority or smugness for finding that out.

If anything, there was a twinge of sadness to it. Thinking of all of the times that Caleb picked on me - knowing that he probably only took out on me, what he felt about himself - was sad. It’s a cliché to think that bullies are only bullies because they’re sad themselves, but maybe there was truth to it. At least in Caleb’s case, he definitely felt like a prime example of it.

But sadness wasn’t the only thing I felt. I felt a sense of optimism as well. Caleb was proof, more than anything, that people could change. He seemed so different to how he was when we were kids. I still didn’t feel entirely comfortable around him, but that was likely more because I knew who he was, rather than who he turned out to be. His fiancé clearly liked him. Maybe I could as well.

That was if I ever saw him again. He didn’t make it sound like he was sticking around for long, and I didn’t really mind that. Much of my life back home was a chapter that I was willing to leave well and truly closed. Well, apart from Madison.

Madison was the one part of my past that was consistently good. Being her defined a lot of what I did in life, from the move away from home, to getting a manicure with Mollie. It was hard not to think of what the man in the piercing place said to me about his piercings being a sign he overcame something, when he saw his hoops or studs.

My manicure was the sign that I overcame something. But not just my fear of going out as a woman, or facing the world as a man with painted nails. No, it was a sign that I overcame my own internal turmoil and shame, and that I had come out the other side, better for it.

I still hadn’t figured out who I was - who Madison was as a part of me - but at least I figured out that she and I could coexist. We could both be real and my life could be better for it. I sure as hell didn’t expect a run-in with a school bully to be the reason I figured that out.

“How are you doing?” Mollie asked me, as we locked the door behind the last patron to leave the bar.

“Good, you know?” I answered. “Like, weirdly good.”

“Weirdly good?” Mollie echoed.

“Yeah, weirdly good,” I repeated once more. “Like, seeing Caleb here made me feel like a kid again, in all the wrong ways. But then everything just turned out fine. I was so sure it wouldn’t be fine but it just was.”

“Yeah that’s you as a person though,” Mollie told me.

“It’s what?”

“Like, that’s one thing about you sometimes,” she started. “I feel like you sometimes think things can’t just be good. Sometimes I get the feeling like you think every good thing has to come with an equal bad part. Like a shot and a chaser.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“As in, like, you don’t believe one good event can follow another. You act like something good can only be followed by something bad. Sometimes things can just be good for the sake of being good,” she clarified.

I didn’t entirely know what to say. She wasn’t wrong as such, it was just strange having someone present a part of my own psyche back to me.

“Yeah, I mean, I guess I do,” I conceded. “But that’s kind of a realistic way to look at things, surely.”

“Well, it’s not. Yesterday was good and you thought it was going to mean today was bad. Was it?” Mollie asked me.

“No,” I admitted.

“And telling me about Madison, what went wrong after that?” Mollie continued.

“Nothing,” I once again confirmed.

“So then,” Mollie looked at me, expectantly.

“So what?” I asked.

“So when do I next get to hang out with Madison?”
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