
        
            
                
            
        

    
madison’s first dance
A Willing And Eager Feminization
Book two of the Making Madison saga


lucy luxe



Copyright © 2025 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



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
. . .



When do I next get to hang out with Madison?

Mollie asking me that question was music to my ears. Well, to a degree. It was music, but it was music that I wanted to turn down, just a scooch.

Despite having been out as Madison for the first time, after years of wanting to, I still wasn’t entirely ready to have her associated with me. That male me, that was. The Matt me. Although I was liking that the distinctions were beginning to blur. To me, I wasn’t sure if “me” referred to Matt, or if it referred to Madison. To Mollie, I was starting to think that I was Madison first, and only Matt as some kind of necessity.

And I supposed that was true. I had built my whole life around being Madison as much as possible. Being Matt was a necessary evil, which shielded Madison from having to face the potentially harsh and uncaring outside world.

Although I had begun to wonder whether the outside world was harsh after all. So far, the outside world had been good to Madison. The delivery woman had been nothing but nice. Charlotte and Ali, from the nail bar, had been lovely. Hank in the piercing place was a scary looking angel.

And Mollie…

Mollie had been everything. Without her, the world would have been nothing to Madison. Madison still would have been hidden away in my studio apartment, her high heels elegantly clicking from bed to kitchenette to couch, completely contained by those four walls. She would have been catching her reflection in the mirror, thrilled to see her perfect makeup, but sad to know that nobody else ever would.

So the world had not been harsh, although it had been uncaring. Against all of my previous expectations though, that was a good thing.

I was living in a big city. For the first time in my life, that meant that I was in a place where people didn’t care. In my hometown, everybody was in everybody else’s business. If something happened in town, everybody was going to find out. Everybody was going to pry and everybody was going to talk. In my new home, nobody was going to do any of those things.

In a big city, I was one of countless people. What I was doing in my life would barely even warrant a passing glance from ninety-nine percent of the other people living around me. Being a boy who wanted to be a girl suddenly wasn’t a life-ending drama. It was just something that you could do in a city.

And did I ever want to do it.

Which meant that, when Mollie asked me when she could next see Madison, I nearly told her to come back to mine that night. Obviously, it would have been a terrible idea, being as late as it was, but all rational judgement seemed to have faded away. The bliss of finding a friend who was ready to accept me as Madison had completely altered my brain chemistry. Hanging out as a girl was more valuable than sleep.

Still, I managed to restrain myself. I had told Mollie I wanted to see her as soon as we both had a day off again, and she was more than keen. Somehow, it felt like she was getting as much out of seeing me as Madison, as I was from seeing her, when I was Madison.

That night, I could barely sleep. Seeing Caleb Beckett - my school bully - in the flesh, had left me feeling erratic. Somehow, the interaction had ended so much better than I had ever anticipated. But I figured maybe that was the exact reason why my nerves were alight.

They weren’t on fire from fear or tension, rather they were aflame from possibility. Seeing Caleb - seeing how much he had changed - had made me realize that I had the possibility to change as well. If the kid who called me a homo at school could grow up and have a boyfriend, and be happy with his life, why could I not be happy as a woman?

Maybe I was getting ahead of myself. I had still only been outside for a few moments, in the grand scheme of things. I had been outside as Madison for barely even a day. I had been outside as Matt every other time that I’d been outside in my entire life. That meant that, proportionally, my experiences as Madison were pretty limited.

Although - limited as they were - they were still thrilling. It had been the best day of my life. Being outside as my authentic self had been the best thing I had ever done. It made sense to me that every day could be the best day of my life, if I simply spent each day as Madison.

I had actively needed to force these thoughts out of my mind to fall asleep. My mind had been racing in bed. I tried to think of calm fields and ocean vistas - thoughts devoid of my identity - to finally drift off.

It was a blessing that I didn’t have a shift the next day. Mollie unfortunately did, so it would be a day spent without her, but it did at least mean that I could start thinking about what I wanted. What was next for Madison. And, more importantly, what was next for the Christmas party at Finn’s?

Without a replacement dancer, I was in a unique position. I used “unique,” in my mind, to mean “exciting but absolutely terrifying.” As that was what it was. So far, only Mollie knew that I was Madison, and only a handful of people had ever even seen Madison. With Anthony being down a performer for his drag show though, I had the opportunity to truly experience a life as Madison.

Madison wasn’t really a drag queen. I still wasn’t sure who or what she was, but she was a part of me that wasn’t simply for theatrics or performance. Madison felt like a much deeper aspect of my psyche.

But that didn’t mean that Madison didn’t want to perform. When I told Mollie that I could fill in for Miss Anthropic’s missing dancer at the Christmas party, I had meant it.

Well, I had and I hadn’t. I had meant that I wanted to fill in. Equally though, I didn’t know if I could fill in.

That was for a few reasons. The first and most obvious being that Madison was a secret that, up until that exact moment, only I had known about. The other, equally pressing issue, was that I didn’t know how to perform.

I had never really danced, even as a guy, and I had certainly never danced in high heels. Not that this necessarily struck me as much of an issue. I could walk in high heels. I could do it very well, in fact - probably a darn sight better than most guys my age. But I felt that maybe dancing would be a whole different thing.

Not least in the boots that I’d bought for Miss Anthropic and her backup dancers…

Still, since I came out to Mollie, things had gone so well that I felt it wouldn’t even matter if I wasn’t a born performer. I felt as if nothing would ever matter again, when it came to being Madison. It felt as if I was invincible as her, with Mollie there to look out for me.

If she had been able to make me feel safe, encountering my school bully while I had manicured nails, she could make me feel safe anywhere. This wasn’t your everyday manicure, after all. These were my new, pastel pink and daisy nail designs. They were about as overtly feminine as you could get. And Mollie managed to make me feel safe.

Mollie hadn’t put any pressure on me to take part in Anthony’s drag show. She hadn’t put any pressure on me at all, really. She had pushed me, sure, but it was never anywhere that I didn’t already want to be.

She pushed me to get my ears pierced. She pushed me to get my nails manicured. She had pushed me to go outside as Madison and interact with the world. But all of those were things which I had always wanted so much to do. I had always dreamed of these things, ever since I was hiding away in my parents’ home, up until I was still hiding away in my studio apartment.

Despite her lack of pressure though, I felt like she wanted me to be a part of Finn’s Christmas party. I could sense it when she spoke to me about it. Not forcing any kind of obligation onto me - never suggesting that Anthony would be in trouble without me or anything. No, it felt as if she wanted it for me. She wanted me to want it.

And I could understand why. If I could find a way to propel myself that far - to the point where I was performing on stage as the woman I wanted to be - then where couldn’t I go as Madison? What wouldn’t I be able to do?

In my mind, I had sort of already jumped past that question. I was imagining my life beyond the Christmas party, as if I had already done it. I was picturing all of the things I would be doing, as if I was already the Madison who had successfully performed. As if I had already been seen by so many strangers and had succeeded, in their eyes.

In this imagined future, I pictured what it would be like to be Madison all of the time. In this world, Madison was my default. I imagined only being Matt when I absolutely had to be. If I maybe had to go back to my old home town to see my family. Or when I had to go to the DMV or something. Matt’s life could be boring, because Madison lived enough for the both of them.

Madison would go for brunch with Mollie and the girls. Madison would go clothes shopping in person. Madison would, realistically, still work at Finn’s. She didn’t have much reason to want that to change.

As I got ready for the day ahead of me, I could so vividly picture all of these things.I could almost touch them. Naturally, that was helped by the fact that I was getting ready as Madison.

That sort of went without saying, though.

I was at my vanity table, as I started any good day, and I had already coated my face in primer and dabbed foundation everywhere that light could touch. My contour was in place, and I had tried a new color combo on my eyelids. I had tried a little shock-blue around the very outer corners. As a pink kind of girl in my usual day to day to day life, this was a big deal.

It was as I was running my mascara through my eyelashes that my cell phone buzzed on the dressing table. The screen lit up, and Mollie’s name was at the top of the notifications. I didn’t waste any time to see what she needed. Thanks to the night before, helping me with seeing Caleb, she had somehow found a way to mean even more to me.

I opened the notification, naturally only to be greeted immediately by more follow up messages. Truly, Mollie could never just send one text.

Good morning Madison!




You all good?




Can I come by this morning?




I just wanted to see how you were doing after last night




My heart swelled a little. I loved seeing her call me Madison in our messages. Mollie was so good to me. She had been like a guardian angel, since I had come out to her. Like I was a baby bird she kept warm under her wing.

That was sort of how I felt - like a baby bird. As Madison, I felt so fresh and small and nervous. The world around me was big and scary but I couldn’t help but hope that, one day, as Madison, I would fly.

Oh my god of course you can! What sort of time?




Like an hour. At least




I only just woke up




Is that cool?




So cool! Have you had breakfast? I can make us breakfast!




Madison you have overestimated me so much if you think I would have already made myself breakfast at this hour




So is that a yes to breakfast?




Pleeeease!




I smiled to myself looking at the messages, before feeling a little internal pang of panic. I had no idea if I actually had anything for breakfast.

Deep down, I knew that Mollie wouldn’t actually care what I prepared her to eat, but I cared. I had constantly been going over how good Mollie had been to me, so the least I could do was actually make her something to eat.

Saying that she wouldn’t care about what I made was maybe an overstatement. Mollie probably would actually care if she came over to my place and I didn’t sort her out with any food. If I knew Mollie for one trait, other than her kindness, it was probably how irritable she got when she skipped a meal.

I paused my makeup routine, still needing to do my blusher and lipstick. As I studied myself in the mirror though, I was happy with how I was looking. After going out as Madison, my self confidence was at an all time high. I felt like a woman, regardless of how I looked. Although I was looking pretty great already.

Approaching the refrigerator, I realized something; I had prioritized getting my nails done, over doing food shopping. That day off, which I’d spent getting glam with Mollie, was meant to be a morning of resupplying my apartment.

Obviously, I’d made the right choice. This wouldn’t have been the first time I’d chosen to spend time as Madison, rather than focusing on my basic human needs. Still, this was the first time that this might have caused a problem for somebody else.

The refrigerator was every bit as sparse as I had anticipated. Some eggs, a half-empty pack of expired bacon, and an amount of juice left in the carton which I couldn’t even imagine why I decided to save it. Unless Mollie and I were happy sharing about one mouthful each, it wasn’t going to do much good.

With Mollie coming over in an hour - two, realistically, knowing her - that looked like it meant only one thing.

Madison was going to the store.
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If that thought had entered my mind only a few days ago, my brain would have set on fire. My mind would have made me believe that the world was about to end. Go outside? As Madison? I’d have had a heart attack.

But that wasn’t the feeling that came to me that morning. The idea of having to go outside as a girl - having an excuse and a reason - filled me with such a thrill.

Sure, I was still scared. There was no getting around that, but I had begun to feel like I was equipped with all the tools that I needed to exist out in the world as Madison. My makeup was flawless - or, at least, would be with a little blusher and lipstick. My girl voice was feeling well warmed-up, thanks to my day out with Mollie. My nails were the cutest things I had ever seen in my life.

Madison was ready for another outing.

My heart was already racing, just thinking about being outdoors as a woman. As me. I’d previously had Mollie with me, for my more adventurous outings, so the idea of going it alone was kind of a different game.

Equally though, it was something that I wanted. As much as I loved spending time with Mollie, I did want to be able to exist without her. Or, well, maybe that was an exaggeration. I felt like I would have been happy spending all of my free time with Mollie, but that was unrealistic. I guessed what I was trying to say was that Mollie wouldn’t always be there, but Madison would. So Madison needed to be able to exist without Mollie’s safety.

And why not start with a walk to the store? There was a small grocery place, just around the corner from me. It was a short walk to a quiet store on a weekday morning. That was still a hugely nerve wracking series of thoughts, for somebody who wasn’t even out to Mollie a few days back, but it was still going to be an important step for me.

Part of me was already imagining Mollie being over. I was picturing myself serving her a plate of eggs and bacon - with a green tea, of course - and telling her that I went to the store as Madison, to get those things.

I imagined her all but screaming with delight. Having pride in me, for managing to go out again as Madison. To exist as a woman. The thought of that was almost enough to make me completely forget about all of the reasons to be afraid of going out of the house dressed as a girl in the first place.

Not that I even really knew what those reasons were any more. People didn’t care what I was doing. To most people, Madison wouldn’t even warrant a second look. Most people probably wouldn’t even give her a first look, in a city as busy as ours.

But that was something that I wanted to try to ensure was the case. My eye makeup was maybe a little more glam than most girls would do for a weekday trip to the grocery store, but I could even that out with some subtle lipstick.

Clothes were just as important. As they said, clothes maketh the man. Or, rather I hoped, clothes would maketh the man look like a girl. I realistically needed to find something casual to wear to the store. Something that wouldn’t draw attention. For Madison, admittedly, that wasn’t her usual style.

I’d thought it time and time again, but Madison wasn’t exactly equipped for life events that weren’t a Friday night out. So much of my closet was brimming with scandalous dresses, hot pinks, and towering high heels. None of those exactly suggested subtlety.

One step at a time, though. That was what I figured. I sat back at my dresser, and picked up my pot of blusher. I had ordered a new brand, which had a hint of bronzer mixed in with the usual pink that I’d go for. I felt like maybe it would create a less-bold look, which was perfect for the day.

The packaging for the new blusher suggested that I applied it to my cheeks, as I’d expect, but also told me to brush a little on the tip of my nose and to my cupid’s bow. I had never done that before. I had never even thought to do that before, despite having spent countless hours studying makeup tutorials. I figured it’d be rude not to try it, though.

I swirled my big, fluffy brush inside the blusher pot, and looked at the color which it had left on the soft bristles. It was a healthy glow of a color. It already looked alive, just on the inanimate brush. I couldn’t wait to see what it did to my face.

The brush graced both of my cheeks, and then I wafted a little onto my nose and just above my top lip, as the packaging suggested. I turned my head side to side, studying myself in the mirror, and found myself smiling. It was a subtle difference, but it was nice.

The overall color was still pinkish, but the added bronzer made it blend more smoothly with the surrounding skin. It looked more like a natural tint, rather than something painted onto my skin. Once again, it was exactly what I needed for the day.

Lipstick was the final choice. For some reason, this felt pivotal. My gut feeling was that I wanted to go for a bold red to offset the vibrancy of the electric blue on my eyelids. But, for the sake of going to the store, it seemed like maybe too much. Instead, I reached for my often neglected pale-pink.

It was often neglected for two reasons. First - and yet again - I loved a bold lipstick. Second though, I was never entirely sure it entirely went with my brunette hair. Something about the soft pink with the darkness of my wig felt a little mismatched. I could never quite place what it was, but it meant that I was never fully convinced by my look.

Still, the choices were either bold lipstick, even bolder lipstick, or this one vaguely subtle choice. It had to be the soft pink. My deep reds and hot pinks could wait. Madison needed to be respectable at the store.

I drew over my cupid’s bow with the gentle color, and then traced from corner to corner of my mouth with it. I rubbed my lips together, and then dabbed them gently with some paper towel. I had learned that this particular lipstick had almost no staying power, and a little dabbing was the one thing which kept it roughly intact.

Things in the mirror looked promising. My bold eyes were counteracted by my subtle lips. My cheeks looked alive and raised, and my contour had perfectly framed my nose into a cute little chiseled feature. Finally, I could get ready.

Up until that point, I had only been wearing my underwear. Not that ‘only’ was necessarily a fair description. There was still a lot to it. Tucking underwear, corset, shapewear, actual underwear, and a bra. It wasn’t exactly simple, but it was still the bare minimum that I felt I needed to really feel feminine. It was enough to mold my body into the shape that I wanted it to take, to make me feel the way I wanted to feel.

What was going to go on top of that was anybody’s guess. I rifled through dress after dress, skirt after skirt, and glanced over high heel after high heel. Nothing felt right for blending into day-to-day life, as a woman going about her chores. Until I found something I’d almost forgotten about.

It was a pair of dark gray, almost black jeans. They were just above ankle length, with frayed cuffs, which looked almost as if they had been torn from the legs of the pants. They were high waisted and basically skin tight. Skinny jeans weren’t necessarily in for a lot of girls in the city any more, but I still liked them. They were the only sort I owned, as Madison Not least as I never felt like a pair of loose jeans made me look feminine, in the way a tight pair did. A tight pair of jeans showed off all of the work that I put into feminizing my body.

Finding those jeans reminded me of the outfit I’d put together way back. The outfit that I imagined that I’d wear outside, when I was finally brave enough to do it. Those jeans were the first pair I’d ever actually fallen in love with, as a woman. Those were my jeans. And I had paired them with a top I was particularly proud of.

Well, two tops, specifically. The first was a black, cami-style top, of silky black material. It was suspended by a pair of spaghetti straps, and was figure hugging, gripping my body through the curves of my bra, filled with its false boobs.

But the cami top wasn’t all. I wore it over a long sleeve, black mesh bodysuit. This was the thing which I felt pulled the whole look together. The fact it was a bodysuit meant that it was one more thing to have to undo, if I wanted to use the restroom, but it was so worth it.

For some reason, the bodysuit under the cami top felt like magic to me. The black on black on black combo felt so inherently feminine, even in a pair of jeans and a long sleeve top. The whole look was girly.

I slipped into the bodysuit and did the poppers between my legs. I pulled the top over my head, and slid the tight jeans up my legs. The base of the cami tucked perfectly into the high waist of the jeans, as if they were made for each other. I hoisted the jeans slightly higher, creating a thigh-gap between my legs, which filled me with more than just a little bit of pride.

That thigh gap was a true source of joy. Ever since I’d first learned how to tuck, I was always filled with amazement, seeing the sight of nothing between my legs. Those jeans made that nothing look even more prominent. There was nothing between my legs. That was always a treat to see, no matter how many times I saw it.

My shoes were the final touch. Without a huge volume of choice in flat shoes for Madison, it looked like I was going to be back in those suede loafers, which had previously kept me so safe in the outside world.

Not that I minded. Sure, I probably should have had some more pairs of flat shoes - not least if I was planning on being outside a lot more in the future - but those ones were very cute.

I always struggled with finding flat shoes which suited Madison. I had tried a few pairs of sneakers in the past, when it felt like every girl in the city was wearing the exact same pair of sneakers. I bought a pair myself and, instead of looking cute and colorful and girly, they just looked boyish on my feet. I’d never found a pair of sneakers for me.

So the loafers were the winners again. And that was all I needed for my outfit. Well, aside from my hair and some jewelry.

My brunette wig wasn’t my only choice. I’d been building a collection of hair styles and colors over the years, but it was the brunette one that I almost always came back to. It felt like it suited me, more than any of the others. It looked natural and always complemented the outfits I put together. I figured I must have been a natural brunette, as it was like I subconsciously created looks which would suit my brown hair.

This mesh and cami top look was no different. I stretched the cap of the wig with my fingers, and pulled it over the hair net, which was compressing my real hair. I pulled at the back, positioned it into place, and swept at the long strands with my fingertips, to breathe some life into it.

I barely even needed a mirror any more to get my hair ready, as Madison. I used to find it such an ordeal, positioning the cap of the wig around my own hairline, but by now it was second nature.

Not that I didn’t look in the mirror. I still enjoyed seeing myself as Madison as much as I ever did. The moment that I had my hair on was the moment that I felt ready. I always felt like I looked cute as soon as I had my makeup done, even in a hair net, but seeing myself with the hair was something else. That was the moment which made my heart skip a beat, even after having seen it more times that I could count. That feeling of warmth and joy and euphoria were just as strong as they were that first time I saw myself as a girl.

Today was no different. My shock blue eyelids looked a little over-the-top for a shopping trip, but it looked sexy, and I would never have complained about looking sexy. Still, the pale pink lipstick did do a lot to offset the dramatic look of my eyes, and I was sort of surprised with how well it all went with my brown hair.

I swept my hair back just enough to let me see the studs of my still-new piercings. The magic hadn’t settled just yet. Seeing them, knowing that they were a permanent part of me which would always be feminine, was such an incredible feeling. That commitment to being a girl was something which I never thought I’d be able to do.

Putting on makeup and clothes was one thing, but they could come off at the end of the day. A pair of pierced ears was me making a conscious decision that I wanted to be a girl. I wanted that more than I wanted to exist as a guy. Those little studs were my promise to myself that Madison would always be a part of me.

Because she would. At times, back in my nosy little hometown, I wanted her gone. I wanted to be Matt and I didn’t want to be the weirdo that I thought I was. I always enjoyed being Madison, but it didn’t mean that I didn’t wish she would go away so that I didn’t have to live in fear.

That fear was now gone, though. With Mollie helping me feel real in the big city, Madison could finally exist. I could truly exist.

And thank goodness for that. My cute little daisy-decorated, pale pink nails were not the sort of thing I’d be getting away with back home, that was for damned sure. I wiggled my fingertips by my face, so that I could see my manicure and my new earrings both at the same time. My grin in the mirror was growing uncontrollably.The feeling was unlike anything else.

I was Madison.

I wasn’t just dressing up any more. I wasn’t just sneaking off to try different makeup in the bedroom of my family home. Madison was a real part of me. More than just a part. She and I were so closely intertwined that it was hard to tell a distinction, sometimes.

Not that any of this was helping right now. I was on a strict time limit before Mollie turned up - well, as strict as a time limit could be when it came to Mollie’s timekeeping - and I had spent probably half of that time admiring myself in the mirror.

Although that wasn’t to say that it wasn’t an important step. Why even be Madison, if I couldn’t enjoy it? And, more importantly than that, I sort of needed to get myself a little excited about the whole thing.

I needed to go outside.

Looking at the clock on my microwave, I realized I actually needed to get going in the next couple of minutes, if I was ever going to be back in time to make some breakfast for Mollie. I grabbed some jewelry from my dresser, and looked at what I’d found.

A basic, gold necklace was tangled around the things in my hand. I had learned, over the years, that I needed to fasten the clasp of my necklaces to stop them tangling around themselves when they were stored. Despite that learning, I rarely actually did it…

I took one end of the necklace and shook, hoping for the best. Thankfully, within a couple of seconds, the skinny gold chain had come loose from everything else.

The necklace was simple, only decorated with a small, rectangular gold pendant. Simple was good, though. Simple was unassuming but pretty and wouldn’t draw attention at the store.

My favorite rings had been tangled in the necklace - the slender ones with some little gems - so I slid those past my pretty nails and onto my fingers. I searched my other things and wrapped my white and yellow gold bracelet around my wrist.

That was it. I was ready.

I was going outside as a girl.
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The fact that I was running out of time was probably a good thing. I knew that I had to be out of my apartment more or less right at that moment, to get back in time to see Mollie. That meant I didn’t really have time to overthink what I was doing.

I grabbed my trusty purse - which had now actually been outside - and put my card, cell phone, and some cash in there. That was more or less all it could fit, being so small, but it was so cute that practicality had to come second.

Slinging it over my shoulder, I took one last look in the mirror, and I looked good. I felt like seeing myself as a woman had become even better since knowing that I was going to go outside as a woman.

Even though I didn’t really have any time to waste, I couldn’t help but take a quick photo. I pulled my cell back from my bag, opened the camera, and aimed it at myself. I wasn’t sure where the inspiration came from, but I threw a little peace-sign at the mirror, which made me laugh at myself.

I took the photo at that moment, and I could immediately see the earnest joy and happiness in my eyes. It was how I had always felt internally, finally reflected on my face. I was Madison. I was a girl. And I was happy about that.

That was the thing I held in my mind as I went to my front door, thinking those words like a mantra. I was a girl. I was happy. It was all true, it was just nice to remember, as I went to face the outside world.

I repeated the words aloud a few times. I felt my vocal register shift, as it moved closer into my girl voice. A few more tries, and I had more or less found Madison. I was speaking like her. I was looking like a girl and I sounded like a girl. I was ready.

It was still scary. I’d only been out a handful of times; for walks, to meet the delivery lady, and obviously for my grand adventure with Mollie. While it had gotten a little more comfortable each time, there was still something so terrifying, as I opened my door.

At first, I figured that it was because I felt more exposed, going out as a woman. I’d have been lying if I said I didn’t feel entirely different - encountering the world as a girl, rather than as a boy.

Everything changed, being outside as Madison. People were scarier. Men were scarier. I wasn’t sure why, I just felt nervous around them. Seeing women, when I was Madison, was one thing, but seeing men was something else.

I felt like guys could be unpredictable at the best of times, but I felt so vulnerable as Madison, which meant that their unpredictable nature was so much more intense. That was probably why I had been so scared when I first saw Hank in the piercing place.

Everything about myself was laid completely bare, as Madison in the real world. Madison was the most personal part of my identity that I could imagine. A secret, but one so important to who I was as a person. To expose her to the real world was to expose my whole soul, for anyone to see.

I couldn’t help but philosophize in my mind. There were too many feelings, all rattling around in my brain at the same time. It was impossible to try and think about anything other than those feelings. I wanted to make sense of them, so that I could try and push them aside.

Nervousness was still the main feeling in my mind, but I wanted it to be anything else. Because excitement was a close second. Excitement was still a huge surge that rose up within me, as I walked towards the exit of my building. Excitement was what allowed me to open that main door, and step out onto the street.

It was still early. My block was never hugely busy, even on weekends, but I was still glad to be out before most people were leaving their home on a Saturday. I waited, my hand still holding the door ajar, and I looked around from the relative safety of the front of my apartment building.

The roads were calm and the sidewalks were mostly empty. There was a woman in a pair of light pink, patent leather kitten heels walking a small dog on the other side of the street. I’d never seen the point in kitten heels. If I was wearing heels, I wanted them to be high. But this woman had paired them with some loose jeans, and somehow they looked great together.

This thought felt like a good sign. The fact that my mind had immediately drifted from fear of being outdoors, to suddenly taking fashion inspiration from a random woman in the street, seemed like maybe I was in a good frame of mind. I was feeling like Madison. I was feeling at home.

Releasing my grip on the door, I took a few tentative steps onto the sidewalk. There was nobody in sight. I only had to walk a couple of blocks, and then I was at the store. It was definitely something that I could do. I had been further from home on Thursday when I got my nails done. I was way further from my comfort zone when I was getting my ears pierced.

Still, each step felt like a step further into the unknown. As I began walking, I kept checking over my shoulder, imagining faces in windows looking at me, or picturing a car driving past and some passengers seeing me.

Not that I knew why I was so worried about being seen. I looked good. I felt good. I reminded myself once again that I had gotten through a lot more than just being seen, over the previous couple of days.

I felt myself hurrying. I had been so nervous and caught up in my thoughts that I was rushing. I realized my walk probably hadn’t been very feminine. I was probably walking in the kind of manner that I’d walk around the bar when the crowd was getting rowdy and I needed to get through them.

Slowing down a little, I focused on my steps. I tried to shorten my stride, to make slightly more dainty movements as I moved. I felt the hard concrete through the thin sole of my shoe, and enjoyed knowing that I was only feeling the concrete because I was wearing those cute flats.

I placed one foot in front of the other. I let my hips sway a little. I pulled my shoulders back, maybe pronouncing my breasts just a little more, through that sheer mesh top.

The crosswalk. I reached the one crosswalk which I had to make it over on my walk. It meant a short wait at the lights. Hopefully just a few seconds, while I waited for my turn.

There were just enough cars to mean that I didn’t consider jaywalking. Besides, growing up where I grew up, jaywalking was the kind of thing that was really frowned upon. With everyone being so nosy, even traffic infractions were the kind of thing people would talk about behind your back.

The button clicked and I stood. A couple of cars swooshed by me, and then I watched as the lights turned to red. I waited another second, and a car approached the stop light. I felt my heart rate pick up a little. All of a sudden, I was about to have an audience for crossing the street.

My heart rate increasing made me realize something. Nerves and excitement shared a lot of space in life. You often couldn’t have one without the other. All of a sudden, the world had become my stage. This driver was my audience.

I tried not to overthink my movements, but it was hard not to. I had no idea if the person behind the wheel was even watching me - I hadn’t dared look at them for even a moment - but I had to act like they were.

My steps stayed short and ladylike. I tried not to rush, but I tried not to hang around for long enough for this person to be able to stare at me for too long either. I held the strap of my handbag in one hand, and gently swished the other. I was pretty sure that I was looking like a girl.

The feeling of being seen was so exciting. To be seen was to be real. It made Madison exist.

There was a warmth within me as I approached the store. A warmth which was chasing away those nerves. I was feeling less scared with each passing step and - I almost hesitated to say it - was feeling more comfortable.

I was comfortable outside as Madison.

I pushed the door to the store and it let out the digital ringing noise which it always did every time I went in there. Still, despite having heard it so many times, I jumped a little. It was like I’d set off a little alarm, which had announced me to the whole store.

Well, I mean, I guess that was exactly what I had done.

Nobody looked at me. There was barely even anybody in there with me. Just me, the guy behind the counter, a woman in workout clothes, and a guy on his cell phone who didn’t even seem like he was aware he was in a store at all, judging by the way he was talking.

I felt relatively safe. Nobody in there gave me any reason to worry. The guy behind the counter was the same guy who had served me as Matt a bunch of times, and definitely wasn’t the type of guy who would think that Matt and Madison were the same person. Hell, he barely even seemed to recognize that Matt and Matt as the same person if I came in twice in the same day.

The quickest path to the chilled section was past the woman in workout gear, so I turned to go the exact opposite way, and work the long way around her. Until something came over me. A sudden sense of confidence.

Nothing had gone wrong yet, being outside as Madison. Every person who had seen me seemed to not notice me at all. Every person who had spoken to me either hadn’t known anything was up, or simply didn’t care that anything was up.

So maybe I could simply be Madison, and not have to constantly make concessions and live in fear of everybody else.

I started walking, cutting through the aisle directly towards the woman, who was now intently browsing yogurts. She stood a few feet from the rack, scanning the products, meaning I had to walk between her and the produce to get where I was going. I held my resolve, trying to stay brave enough to keep moving forward.

All of my focus was once again on my movements and the way that this woman might perceive me. I was focused on my energy. I couldn’t think of a better way to put it but I felt that, when things were right as Madison, I exuded a feminine energy.

If I saw myself in the mirror after I’d done my makeup, or when I first put on a pair of heels, or any time I touched my long flowing hair, I felt that energy. A sudden burst of feminine power. That was what I tried to tap into, as I had to make my way past this stranger.

“Sorry,” I softly spoke as I moved by.

It came out a little quieter and maybe a little squeakier than I had hoped, but I thought that it still sounded okay. In my defense, it was the first thing I’d said to another person all day. I had been speaking to myself in my girl voice already that morning, but actually using it on this woman felt entirely different.

She said nothing back. A few steps further into the aisle and I chanced a glance back at her. By the looks of things, she hadn’t even been slightly distracted from her analysis of all of the various yogurts in front of her.

That was a strangely fantastic feeling. For a lot of people, being ignored was a source of sadness and discomfort. For me, it was the exact opposite. To be completely unregistered, looked over and barely even regarded as Madison, was more or less ideal. Being ignored meant that I could be myself. Being ignored meant that being a girl in public was working.

Reaching for the bacon, my hands were shaking. I took a moment to steady my breathing, and to collect myself. I couldn’t pinpoint the major feeling any more. I was genuinely beginning to think that the fear was passing. Looking around, nobody was paying any attention to me. Nobody cared that I was in that store, dressed as a girl.

Nobody cared that I was a girl.

What an incredible feeling it was, to simply be the way I had always wanted to be. To merely just do the things I had always done as Matt, but without actually having to be him any more. If I could do what I was doing that morning, every day for the rest of my life, I felt as if I would never have a bad day again.

It was at that moment that I noticed the store was littered with security cameras. One by the door, some overhead in each aisle, probably even one in the street as well. I’d never noticed them before. Probably as I’d never had so much reason to be so self conscious or so guarded in that store before. Or maybe it was just because I’d never been planning to rob the place.

Still, that meant that, from the minute I’d stepped foot near that store, there was a full video recording of me dressed as a girl. A permanent record that I had come out into the world as Madison.

And I just did not care.

Before, the idea of anybody seeing me dressed as a girl was enough to make me want to curl up and cry. The idea of somebody having footage of me dressed as a girl, which could then end up anywhere, would have made me want to do a lot more than just cry. Now, it just didn’t matter.

I had never expected a trip to the store to be so transformative.

It took actual concentration not to strut through the store after that. After feeling good as myself, as a woman. I was all of a sudden so much more relaxed. I didn’t care if that woman saw me. I didn’t mind if that guy got off the phone. I was finally just me.

The man behind the counter racked up the stuff I’d picked out. I’d gotten a little carried away, plus I decided I should stock up on green tea, as nothing would ruin the morning more than finding out I didn’t have any green tea for Mollie.

“Twenty-one eighteen,” the man scanning my purchases said.

“Thank you very much,” I replied, already prepared to hand over some cash.

“Thank you,” he offered in return.

“Thank you,” I slightly awkwardly repeated as he pushed the grocery bag and my change towards me. “Have a nice day.”

“You too, miss.”

The word forced me to stifle a smile. Miss. To be addressed as a girl by a stranger felt so good. Almost dreamlike in its allure. Although to accidentally burst into a radiant grin from hearing it might have slightly ruined the illusion.

Somehow, that was the longest conversation I had ever had with that man. As Matt, he generally only said a number and maybe said thank you. To get a “you too” from the guy felt like things were maybe different for Madison.

Admittedly, I had never tried to make much more conversation than that, as Matt. As Madison though, I couldn’t help but want to try and milk any conversation which was going well. Any time I was using my girl voice and it was working was a conversation that I wanted to keep going forever. The nail salon was the same. I could’ve talked for days, if the girls would’ve let me.

At the exit to the store, I saw the little black sphere of a security camera which I’d only just spotted for the first time. I didn’t know what had come over me, but I looked directly at it. I looked at it and I smiled.

If I was going to be on video forever, dressed as a girl, I figured I may as well have looked good.

That cemented the feeling inside of me. It was no longer fear or nerves or simple excitement. It was euphoria. I was euphoric.

I had heard the term before, I had thought the term before, but now I definitely understood the term. To feel truly like I was a woman, to be able to exist as a woman and to be perceived by others as a woman was euphoric. I didn’t want to have to hide any more. I wanted Madison to exist. I wanted to be her whenever I wanted, however much I wanted, and to be able to do whatever I wanted as her. I needed to share her with the world.

Before I stepped outside, I put the grocery bag at my feet, pulled my cell phone from my purse, and tapped out a message to Mollie.

Tell Anthony that I want to do the show with him.




I’ve decided that I definitely want to do it. Like, 100%. Please can you text him and let him know? If you break the news to him, we can talk about it in person when you come round! Thanks Mollie!! xx
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I didn’t care. I wanted it. I wanted to perform as Madison. I wanted the world to see her and know who she was. I wanted to be able to go out on stage at Finn’s bar as a girl and have everybody in there know that she was real and she was here to stay.

Because she was. Madison was never going to leave me. She was always going to be a part of me and, to try and hide that, was pointless.

Every time I had to hide away all of my girl stuff at my parents place, I was hit with a pang of sadness. Every time I had to take all of my makeup off when my old housemates were coming home, a part of me felt as if it was being closed off in a pitch-black room. But now, stepping outside into the world as a girl, I felt like a budding flower being hit by the first rays of springtime sun.

I put my cell back in my purse, picked up my grocery bag, and prepared myself to set off. I didn’t want to wait for Mollie to get back to me. I was all but high on euphoria. I felt like I could have done anything at that moment. A performance in a drag show at a bar almost felt too easy, for someone who had just gone to the store dressed as a girl.

Although, all of a sudden, going to the store felt like the easy part. Going home felt different.

Somehow, it was as if the whole world had woken up at the same time. I had no idea how long I was in the store for - it must have only been a few minutes, but apparently that had been enough time for the streets to be brimming with people.

There were cars driving up and down the street, couples out with their morning coffees, and all types of people on rental city bikes. It felt like more people than I had ever seen as Madison combined. It felt like a lot.

Euphoria felt as if it was becoming displaced once again by fear. I clutched at the strap of my purse, just in time to feel the whole thing vibrate, then again, and again and again. That must have meant that Mollie was messaging me back.

That gave me a strange sense of comfort. She may not have been with me physically, but her positivity and strength was something I could still feel wherever she was. If she was with me, she’d tell me to forget all about those people. She’d tell me that, if she could go outside as a teenager in her metal headgear from a hockey accident, I could go outside in a cute pair of skinny jeans and a sexy little top.

And I could. I could do that. And I had done that! I’d already gotten to the store, I just had to get back.

One foot in front of the other. Small, dainty steps, not big masculine strides. Shoulders pulled back, hips swaying gently. It was fine.

I passed a couple with their coffees and a dog. I couldn’t help but watch them to see if they were looking at me. The guy was completely distracted by the dog, who looked like I was going to pee on a bicycle, but the girl was looking towards me.

Without warning, my mind was rushing to find answers. Why was she looking towards me? I couldn’t help but immediately overthink it. Did she know? Could she see through the makeup and the wig and my attempts at a feminine demeanor?

Although, even if she could see through all of those things - if she was seeing me as a boy in makeup - what would she be thinking? Was she thinking that I was some weirdo? That I was embarrassing myself in public?

Because she could have been thinking anything. She might not have thought anything at all. She might have thought that she liked my eyeshadow. She might have thought I was a freak. Or she might have realized what I was doing, and she might have thought something positive.

Mollie was able to see the positivity in what I was doing. What was to say that other people in life wouldn’t see through Madison? But what was to say that they wouldn’t see through her and they wouldn’t like what they saw?

All of those thoughts forced their way into my mind more or less all at once, while the woman looked at me as I passed by. I hoped that she was thinking something nice, but I’d never have known. I couldn’t exactly stop and ask her what her analysis of me had actually been.

Being so close to all of these people was clearly starting to freak me out. I wanted to be home now. The walk to the store and my time there had been great. It had been positive and confidence-boosting and, equally as importantly, it meant I could finally make breakfast for Mollie. This walk home felt like a gauntlet, in comparison.

The crosswalk. I only had to get past this, and I was on the home stretch. A man was already waiting on my side, and something about him made me uncomfortable. I couldn’t explain the feeling. He was maybe ten years older than me, a little overweight, dressed in blue jeans and a flannel shirt.

It was probably that, realistically. That vibe. He reminded me of so many of the men I grew up around in my hometown. Just that look was enough to make me feel uncomfortable, being myself around him.

I slowed my walk, trying to approach the crosswalk at the very last possible moment, meaning I could cross after him. I stopped and pulled my bag to my front with my free hand. I unzipped it, and pretended to rummage in there, to kill a few seconds, waiting for the lights to change.

Finally, they did. The man began to cross, and I started my slow walk behind him, praying he’d turn left at the other side of the street. My heart was in my mouth as he reached the opposing sidewalk, and I literally crossed my fingers, hoping he’d go the opposite way to my apartment.

By some miracle, he did. He went left and I went straight. All of my reserves of positivity and confidence and bravery felt as if they had drained. I had used up all of them to simply get to the store and tell Mollie that I wanted to be a part of Anthony’s drag show.

I sure as hell hoped my confidence would be back by the time I had to face that promise.

My apartment was basically in sight, now. I would only have to be outside for a few moments longer. I felt my pace pick up. I knew I should have kept my shorter, more girlish stride, but I all of a sudden just needed to be back home.

Stupidly, I had forgotten something. When the lights changed, I never zipped my purse back up. I looked down, to spot my cell phone looking like it was trying to work free of the bag.

I gulped. My mouth felt dry. I felt so exposed all of a sudden. Alone, dressed as a girl, surrounded by strangers, purse open, tense. The city no longer felt like my friend. The distinction between nerves and excitement suddenly felt so clear again. This was purely nerves.

The zipper closed and I started moving again. My heartbeat felt heavy, rather than fast. Like it was doing these big huge pumps, instead of the small but rapid flutter of the thrill I had felt earlier.

Looking down at the sidewalk, I moved ever closer to my apartment. The final block of the journey felt like it was the length of a football pitch, on this way back. In the distance, a man was coming towards me on a bike, cruising through the cycle lane with his hood up and music audibly playing from a speaker.

I glanced to the other side of the street, as I had been overwhelmed by the feeling that I wanted to cross. That I needed to be as far away from this man as possible. The other side didn’t feel any safer though. There was a man in a suit walking the other way, which felt even more intimidating than the fact I’d have to cross through the ever heavier traffic.

My only thought was to keep my head down. To try and draw as little attention as possible. That had admittedly been my plan the whole time, but it suddenly felt so much more crucial.

Then it happened.

“Woo!”

I didn’t have to look up. I knew it was the man on the bike getting nearer to me. I knew that the biggest mistake I could make was to look up. To acknowledge this man in any way. I wanted to imagine that the noise wasn’t made for or about me, but I knew it was.

Without any further interaction from me though, he spoke again.

“That’s a man.”

My throat tightened. I heard his music pass me, and disappear the way I had come from. I wanted to look over my shoulder and make sure that he had actually left, but I just couldn't bring myself to move. I didn’t want him to know how scared he had made me.

The apartment was only a minute away at most. Not even that. I knew that I had to get moving. I didn’t want to be outside any longer. I didn’t think that the guy on the bike had any reason to come back around but I still didn’t want to risk seeing him again. I didn’t want to risk anyone having heard him either, drawing attention to me.

All of the thoughts in my head had become so practical and so direct. I hadn’t even had time to digest how I felt about what the man had said. I just knew that I couldn’t be away from my home any longer.

I no longer felt the sensations of the sidewalk through the thin soles of my shoes. The bounce of my hair and the heavy sensation of my false eyelashes as I blinked ceased to even register. Something in my mind had switched. I didn’t feel like a girl on a morning out any more, I felt like a boy in makeup who needed to hide.

My legs began working again. My walk was quick but I still tried with all of my might for it to still look as feminine as I could muster. I almost didn’t care about that part, though. I would have considered running, if my apartment block wasn’t so close.

There was another couple walking past the main door as I approached. I didn’t know what else to do, other than to turn my head and stare in the exact opposite direction as I neared them. I looked dead across the street, hoping that they hadn’t seen my face, and hoping even more that they didn’t see me the same way as the man on the bicycle.

I kept walking. I had passed my own door but they had been moving so slowly that I would have had to stop in front of them to wait to pass. Thankfully, they said nothing. I didn’t necessarily expect them to, but I was still relieved. I was even more relieved that I was back at my own block. I hastily scrambled through my purse to find my keys, and pressed the tag against the reader. The door unlatched, and I pushed inside.

My breathing sounded ragged now that I was indoors and away from the noise of the city. I inhaled deeply, as if I hadn’t taken a breath the whole time that I was outside. I still wasn’t entirely thinking. I was just focused on getting back into my apartment. Back to safety.

The hallways were empty, as they often were. I made my way to my front door without seeing a single other soul, and I couldn’t have been more grateful. I jammed my keys into the lock, turned them, and entered.

I was safe.

Almost on autopilot, I walked to my refrigerator and unloaded the things from my grocery bag. I looked at the clock on the microwave. I hadn’t been out for long. Mollie probably still wouldn’t be over for a while yet. I tidied away some of my Madison stuff, which I’d left out in my hurry to get ready, and put my purse down on the kitchen side.

I pulled my cell phone out. My lock screen was filled with notifications from Mollie. I unlocked my phone and swiped through them.

omg!!!!!




this is so exciting




okay. I’ll text him now




In everything that had happened since leaving the grocery store, I had driven from my mind the fact that I had said I wanted to be a part of the show. The few minutes after that had felt like an eternity. The comment from the man had made it feel like a distant memory.

Okay, I actually called him and he’s so excited




like, he sounded surprised but I think that only made him want you to do it even more lol




this is so cool!




ok sorry, I should stop messaging you and actually finish getting ready




I’ll be like 30 minutes. For real this time lol




love you!!




Regardless of everything, her enthusiasm was sweet. I wasn’t necessarily sure if it was what I needed at that exact moment, but it was so hard not to find Mollie very charming when she got like this.

Because it had suddenly hit me, what the guy on the bike had said.

“That’s a man.”

This random guy - some complete stranger, cycling past me - had seen through my hair and my makeup and my outfit. Just like that, in an instant.

“That’s a man.”
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I wasn’t truly sure how I felt. Obviously it felt bad. That went without saying. To be so instantly clocked as a guy, when I had been feeling so good and so confident and so sure in myself, being outside as a woman.

But there was another part of me that almost felt - I wasn’t sure if I was feeling this or not - relief? Relief maybe wasn’t the right word. It couldn’t have actually been that. It must have just been something that felt like that but wasn’t, but there was this other lingering feeling there.

I figured that now, at least, I knew. I knew what people were thinking when they saw me in the street. I had wondered why that woman had been staring at me as I passed. I had wanted to know what Ali and Charlotte thought as they painted my nails. I wondered how Hank had felt when he saw me walk into his shop.

“That’s a man.”

That was what they must have all thought.

I had honestly expected it to happen sooner. I had been out as Madison a few times now, either on my walks around the block, or on my day out with Mollie. Each of those times, I had noticed a few people looking at me. A few people’s eyes lingered on me for longer than I’d normally feel it as Matt. Their stares more intense.

At the time, I had wanted to know why. I had hoped that they liked my outfit or, being vain, that they thought I was pretty. Deep down though, I knew that they were only thinking “that’s a man. That’s a man in makeup and a wig.”

It was so quick this time, the recognition and realization. The man on the bike was cycling against the way I was coming from. He must have only seen me for a few moments, yet that was still enough for him to see through me.

I found myself looking in the mirror. It was so hard to tell, looking at myself. Did I actually look like a girl? I worked so hard to feel like a girl. I had always hoped that the internal feeling of who I truly was would show through my looks. Like, my sheer determination to be a girl would mean that the world would see me as one as well.

Clearly not, though. How had it been so easy for that guy to tell? I could barely even see my own face - Matt’s face - through the way I applied my makeup. My eyes were pretty and my eyelashes fluttered with each blink. My contour made my face look slender and sharp. My lips looked so full and feminine in that pale pink. Yet somehow that man saw the boy beneath it all.

What was it that made a man so different from a woman? If I saw another guy out in public, doing what I was doing, would I be able to tell so quickly that this person wasn’t born as a woman? Was it the way my body was structured? Was it the shape of my face? Or the way I carried myself?

Was it something deeper than all of that?

What if I didn’t have whatever that was. What if the essential part of what made a woman a woman wasn’t something I could ever have? All I wanted to do was simply exist as a woman. I didn’t necessarily know for how long I wanted to do that or when I wanted to do that, I just wanted to be able to do that. I just wanted to live.

But I guessed that this proved that I couldn’t. I had gotten ahead of myself. I had been stupid, really. I had been dressing up as a girl for years but it didn’t mean that I was a girl. People would still see me as a boy. I was right to worry about that.

Weirdly, it didn’t make me dislike the vision of myself that I was seeing in the mirror. Madison was still beautiful, to me at least. Even if strangers saw her and saw a boy, I saw her and saw promise. I saw authenticity and beauty and comfort. But it was that promise that I held onto, more than anything. I saw that potential to truly feel happy as myself. Madison made me feel like I could take on the world, even if the world clearly didn’t want me to take it on.

I was smiling. I was definitely sad, but I was smiling. I had been so brave over those last few days. I had finally achieved so much that I had set out to, as Madison. I had been out, I had found a friend in Mollie, and I had truly felt like her. It had been wonderful. But maybe that was it. Maybe that was where it ended.

I had gotten ahead of myself. That was all it was. I wanted Madison to be more than she could be. She was a secret, and that was what she would have to remain. Not a secret from everyone - I was still so happy that Mollie knew about her - but at least she wasn’t the sort of thing that I could just parade in front of everybody.

The time that I had spent with Mollie, as Madison, had been amazing. It had only been a short time, but it was so nice. It was fulfilling. That was maybe the word I was looking for. Being able to talk to a girl about girl things was always something that I had craved, whether or not I was presenting as Madison.

Before Mollie even knew about my other side, she would still tell me about boys, or show me her new nails, or chat about clothes. And I had loved that. It made me feel like who I wanted to be.

Being Madison had never really been about wearing makeup, or trying on clothes - although, obviously, I did love those bits. It had been about living the existence that I wanted to live. I had always cared so much more about the world through the point of view of women, than I did the views of men.

If a guy told me he’d slept with a woman, I honestly didn’t care. So many times, they would talk about the girl they had been with in such a gross way that I just didn’t want to hear it. I wanted to hear about Mollie’s dates though. She dated people. She made the stories fun and she was so open and honest about herself when she told me. I didn’t think she’d even be able to make me feel gross with one of her stories.

Some guys wouldn’t even notice if their own girlfriend had gotten her hair cut, or had been to a nail salon. Mollie and I always talked both before and after she did either of those things, sometimes because I noticed her old nails were chipped, or sometimes because she wanted me advice on what to get done.

She even showed me clothes online that she was going to buy, or photos of herself trying on outfits at home to figure out what to keep and what to return. And there had never been anything weird about that. It felt so natural.

It felt like she had always treated me like one of the girls.

And I thought at first that maybe I was just living vicariously through her. Like I was simply imagining myself going to the clothes store and trying on these outfits, or telling the hair stylist that I wanted a balayage. Hell, maybe I had even imagined myself being on a date with some of those guys. That part I had never been sure about. Maybe that was too much.

But maybe it wasn’t just that I was living vicariously through her. Maybe it was simply just because I wanted her to live.

Mollie was my girl. Not in the classic boy and girl sense of that term. She was my girl in the way that two girls would feel that for each other. She was my absolute favorite person in the whole world. I wanted her to do all of these things for her. I wanted her to fly.

I was sure that she wanted the same for me, as well. And I had flown, thanks to her. Previously, Madison had been cooped up in my apartment or my bedroom for her whole life. Mollie had helped give her wings. She didn’t give me those wings just so I could stand around being sad.

Obviously, it wasn’t that easy to just get over what that man had said to me. I wasn’t going to simply think of Mollie and walk straight back outside dressed as a girl. But it didn’t make me love myself any less. I still thought Madison was beautiful. I still saw her as a woman and I still knew that she was a vital part of myself.

But that was where she was staying for now, only as part of myself.

I took a quick photo of myself in the mirror. I was still feeling cute and confident in my outfit, and I didn’t want that man to take that away from me. The photo was as pretty as ever, too. I was so certain that I looked great.

Although, all of a sudden, I couldn’t help myself from zooming in and analyzing every possible fault in my own presentation.

Was my jaw more grey than the average woman? Did the fact that I was able to grow facial hair mean that I looked less feminine? Were my boobs too big? Or too small? I had relied on the same fake boobs for years, and I’d bought them without thinking anybody else would ever see them. Was it that my shoulders were too wide? There was nothing I could do about that at all. If it was that, I’d never have any hope of going back outside.

I locked my cell phone. Looking at the photo of myself like that was doing me no good. All of my confidence, my years of feeling great as Madison, had felt like it was unravelling from that one single comment.

And it wasn’t even that horrible, as far as abuse in the street could have gone. He could have said anything. Could have done anything. Maybe that thought was more worrying than the comment itself. Maybe that was why it was so horrible to hear. It just proved that I was right about the world. It could be a really bad place for Madison to be.

My apartment was safe, though. Nobody could take that from me. I just needed a little time away from the real world, to recover. And Mollie coming over was maybe exactly what I needed for that recovery.

Kicking off my flat shoes, I decided that what I really needed was a pair of high heels to make me feel better. Nothing in my life had ever felt quite so bad once I had a pair of high heels on. “Man” or not, something about them had always felt like magic to me.

The closet in my apartment was not short of high heels. Madison was well stocked, to the degree where I had more girl shoes than boy shoes in my life. For some reason, that filled me with a sense of pride. I had always been so proud of the work I put into being Madison.

I thought maybe that was why I was so hung up on such a simple statement from that guy. I put so much effort into not being a man. I hated that he undone all of that with so few words.

I wished I could just forget about it. I had no idea what would have made him say something like that to me - or not even to me, just out loud in the street for everybody to hear. Why would he have wanted to do that? To hurt me? To humiliate me? Because he just found it funny? I had never in my life yelled at a stranger in the street, let alone to try and embarrass them.

And if that was what he wanted to do, it had worked. I was embarrassed. I was humiliated and hurt. He had torn me apart with so little effort. The world could be so cruel. People could be so mean to one another. Madison was such an integral part of my identity, so to not be able to share my true identity with the world - well, where did that leave me?

My apartment. That was where it left me. I was back to where I used to be. Hiding, ashamed, alone.

I was spiraling. My thoughts kept circling back to the beginning, like I was in a maze. Any time I thought something positive, I’d find myself back at negativity. But there was still positivity in my life.

The things I was thinking were not all true, about hiding and shame and loneliness. I was hiding, but not from everybody. I wasn’t alone either for that same reason. I wasn’t hiding from Mollie. I sure as hell wasn’t hiding from myself. Because I wasn’t ashamed of myself. I was still proud of who I was and who I had built up Madison to be. I was just hiding from the harsh reality of the outside world.

I had no idea how people like Anthony did it. To go outside as the persona that they wanted to show the world. The same with trans women as well. To go outside, so authentically as yourself, into a world that could be so scary and so mean and so against you.

How did they do it?

How could I ever do it? How could I be Madison in public again? I had never felt I could even step outside of my bedroom because the world felt so against me. For my whole life, boys had only worn girl’s clothes either as a joke or, as my uncle once said, because they were “sick in the head.”

Entire political debates seemed to revolve around gender and identity, without ever stopping to think how those people might feel. People were harassed in the street, protested against at their places of work, hurt and bullied. Things happened to people like me that I couldn’t even bring myself to think about.

Really, that guy only yelling that I was a man meant that I had gotten off pretty lightly. At least I could go home and hide. At least I could go outside as a guy next time, and not even have to worry about that kind of fear or abuse following me. At least I didn’t have to face it every day.

Here, in my apartment, Madison was safe. That was what I needed. I just needed some time away from the world, for her to recover. I didn’t want that to be the end of Madison going outside. I just wanted it to be the end for now.
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My nude heels with the white sole and heel. Those were what I needed to improve my mood. I had a pair of platform heels from back when those were still in fashion. The heels were so narrow and were nearly six inches high, and the white platform made them so showy and effeminate.

They were made of this leather material though, knowing me when I bought them, I was definitely too cheap for real leather. They weren’t the best made pair of shoes in the world, but I loved them. Being beautiful was never easy.

I slid my foot into the opening, and fixed the thin strap around my ankle. The material of the strap was slightly worn from years of overuse, and the white sole had scuffs from the amount of abuse they’d faced. They may have been a little worse for wear, but I could never imagine getting rid of them. Those shoes always made me feel like a queen.

I stood up, pushing my weight through those dangerous heels. Not that they were dangerous to me, just the rest of the world. To me, those needles that passed as heels were second nature. To me, I could have lived in a pair of heels like that, if the world would have only let me.

In the mirror, I looked so sure of myself. I was dressed like a girl who could go for a morning coffee with her best friend and break up with her boyfriend via text before she’d even finished her drink. I looked like I could have ruled the world.

My attention was drawn to my own hips, looking naturally feminine in those jeans. I looked at how tight they were and how I had an honest to god thigh gap. The black silky cami top cinched in at my waist, and made me look feminine for it, and my shoulders looked less masculine for being hidden by the black mesh top.

It annoyed me that seeing myself made me think of that guy again. I looked so good. How the hell did he not think I was a girl? How could anybody see this and think I was a man?

Bzzz.

I nearly jumped out of my skin. I shot up straight and froze in my new, rigid position.

It had been my door buzzer. It must have been Mollie. I hadn’t been expecting anybody else - hell, I knew she was going to be over soon - but the noise had still scared the life out of me.

Having been so lost in my own thoughts, so caught up on what had happened, I’d completely lost track of the morning. I wasn’t even sure if it was morning any more. I picked up the receiver from the wall and spoke into it.

“H-hello?”

The word took me two attempts to say. I had to catch my breath after the first syllable. The fright from hearing the buzzer had thrown my whole nervous system into disarray. I hadn’t even thought about what voice to use. I spoke as Matt, afraid of exposing any more of Madison to the world.

The voice on the other end of the intercom was much more upbeat than my own.

“Heya! It’s Mollie.”

It was clearly her from the first word, she didn’t need any introduction. I tried to calm my nerves. I was so excited to see her but also I felt weird about it at the same time. I was still so embarrassed about the whole thing outside. Not just because of what had happened, but because of how it had made me feel. So few words shouldn’t have made me feel so bad.

“Come on up!” I said a little more clearly, and a lot more femininely.

“Yay!”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at her response. It was so cute and upbeat. I needed that. She was like an injection of sunshine into the otherwise gloomy day that I was spiraling towards.

Moments later, there was a rapping of knuckles against my door. Again, I felt nervous. I still couldn’t justify it. It was clearly Mollie. It could be nobody else. But maybe it was the sheer act of opening the door that had me worried. Maybe it was breaching the sanctity of my own apartment that was filling me with this dread.

I grasped the door handle and held it for a moment, feeling my own nerves. I took a deep breath and readied myself. For what, I wasn’t entirely sure. For Mollie? For her to be really nice to me? For us to have a lovely morning?

God I hated what that guy had done.

The door unlatched, and I stepped back to let it swing towards me. I was greeted by the sight of Mollie. She was in her trademark look. Heavy black boots, sheer tights, and a tight black, white, and gray checked skirt. She had yet another indecipherable black band sweater tucked into the skirt, and a few different necklaces stacked over one another around the collar.

Her wavy brunette hair and broad smile were exactly what I needed to see. Dark eyeliner curving up a little at the corners of her eyes as her grin widened. I watched as her eyes looked me up and down, as I had just done to her.

“Oh my god!” she extended every word to about twice its usual length. “You look amazing!”

I chuckled. She was exactly the pick-me-up I needed that morning.

“So do you! As ever,” I replied, my girl voice already coming to me a lot more naturally.

She put the back of her hand under her chin and held her smile a little longer.

“I’m serious though,” she started. “Those shoes with those jeans? Inspired. Plus the nails. Also I love the mesh top, that’s such a cute touch. I actually love a mesh top.”

“I actually love a mesh top!” I echoed.

I thought that I might have actually stolen the mesh top look from Mollie in the first place. I’d never owned mesh before I met Mollie.

“How’s it going?” I asked, moving to let Mollie into the apartment and closing the door behind her.

“Good,” Mollie once again dragged the word out. “Even more excited now that I’ve talked to you and Anthony.”

I chuckled again, this time with a lot less confidence.

“What’s wrong?” Mollie immediately picked up my hesitancy. “You nervous?”

“Yeah, I-”

I cut myself off, not entirely sure what to say. I was nervous. I was a lot of things. I had really wanted to do that performance. I had meant it when I sent Mollie that text. All of a sudden though, that enthusiasm had all been forced out of me.

“Oh god I’m sorry! I should have waited to see you before I called Anthony,” Mollie looked pained as the words came from her.

“Oh no!” I held up my hands. “Not that, sorry. No, I want to do it. I wanted you to call him. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Then what is it?” Mollie asked.

I sort of didn’t want to tell her. I felt almost silly about it. It was such a small comment. I didn’t want to let that be the thing that undid everything that I had worked towards.

“I don’t know, I guess I’m just nervous,” I lied with another awkward laugh.

“Nervous is fine! We can fix nervous,” Mollie told me.

“That I’m sure we can. Green tea?” I offered.

“Please!”

I sort of wanted to change the subject. The longer that we lingered on it, the more chance there was for everything to all come out about my morning. I really didn’t want to dwell on it any longer.

“Have you got both Liam and Simon working with you tonight?” I asked, as I approached my kitchenette and started brewing Mollie’s tea.

“Just Liam, I think,” Mollie answered.

“That’s going to be crazy for a Saturday night.”

“Nah,” Mollie casually argued. “No crazier than last night.”

“Yeah, last night could have gone so differently,” I agreed.

“Yeah. I’m so proud of you for getting through it though,” Mollie told me. “How are you feeling about seeing that guy?”

“Caleb?” I clarified, without really needing to.

“Caleb, yeah.”

“I dunno,” I told her truthfully. “I guess pretty good, all in all. Like, I felt really weird seeing him at the time, but seeing how much he had changed made me - again, I dunno - hopeful?”

“Hopeful?”

“Yeah. Like I said though, I’m not sure. I hadn’t really put a label on it until now. But, like, if my high school bully can grow up and marry another man then maybe things can just work out for the best. You know what I mean?”

“I know what you mean,” Mollie said with a smile. “You mean maybe things can work out for Madison, too.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s what I’m getting at,” I admitted, a little softly.

“Well I think they can,” Mollie spoke.

I just smiled again.

“I would’ve also been fine if you had to fight Caleb, though,” I added.

“I could never,” Mollie put on a face of fake shock. “I could never hurt a cute little country boy like him.”

“Okay, don’t you ever call my high school bully ‘cute’ ever again,” I laughed.

“It’s a shame he’s taken,” Mollie mocked.

“I swear to god, Mollie, if you ever try and hit on my high school bully...”

“What?” Mollie grinned, as I didn’t finish my sentence.

“I’m going for coffee with whoever you were playing hockey against in high school.”

She put on a playful frown.

“Low blow.”

“Was it?” I asked. “I thought it was quite a high blow, at the time.”

“Oh ha-ha,” Mollie emphasized the laugh and rolled her eyes. “Is my green tea ready yet or what?”

“Ah. It actually probably is,” I grimaced to myself, realizing that I’d left it brewing for maybe too long.

“I like it strong, don’t worry.”

I had no idea if that was true or not. Mollie was the sort of person who would probably tell me she liked being warm, if I accidentally set her on fire. Only to me, though, and that felt like a hell of a privilege. Mollie was never one to hold back her thoughts and feelings, when she felt it mattered to let them be known. Equally though, she could be so tender and gentle, especially when it came to me. And never more so than when it came to Madison.

Mollie picked up the tea from where I’d set it down for her, and I started work on breakfast. It was nothing fancy, just bacon, scrambled eggs, some toast, and mushrooms. Still though, Mollie looked genuinely excited when I prepped each item on my kitchenette side.

“Hungry?” I joked.

“I mean, always,” she joked back. “But also I actually can’t remember the last time someone made me breakfast.”

“No good dates then, recently?”

“Ha-ha,” Mollie sarcastically laughed once again. “Oh god-”

“What?”

I could sense a story coming on.

“The last time I stayed over a guy’s place, I literally had to make myself breakfast,” she started.

“Had to make yourself breakfast?” I asked. “Like, there was no other possible alternative?”

“No! He lived in the middle of nowhere,” Mollie argued.

“In the city?”

“Yeah, but, like, one of the suburby bits,” she explained.

“Oh that is kind of like the middle of nowhere,” I admitted.

“See! So I couldn’t even walk to get anywhere. I had to wait for a cab to pick me up and the wait time was half an hour.”

“Half an hour?” I queried. “Are you sure you were still even in the city?”

“Honestly, now that I'm saying it, I’m not sure.”

I always liked the way Mollie told me her stories. I could just throw in lines or questions and she’d always pick them up and run with them.

“That’s not the city,” I added.

“That’s not the city,” she agreed. “But so I couldn’t walk to breakfast, and I had to wait half an hour for a cab, and then that’d take me another half hour to get home. I wasn’t waiting an hour to get breakfast.”

“This guy couldn’t make you breakfast?”

“This guy couldn’t make me do a lot of things.”

I let out a sharp, loud laugh. It wasn’t very feminine, but Mollie had caught me so unexpectedly with her comment.

“Oh, sorry,” I said, a little embarrassed of the noise I made.

“Don’t be, it was cute,” she told me. “But he said he wasn’t hungry. He literally just stayed in bed.”

“No.”

“Yes! So I told him I was having breakfast either way. I went to his kitchen though and he had basically nothing. All his cabinets were just full of protein powder and supplements,” she continued.

“What the hell?”

“Yeah, he was huge though,” she caveated.

“Hence why you stayed over?”

“Hence why I stayed over,” she admitted.

“You’d sleep with a rock if it had a six pack,” I joked.

“I’d rather have slept with a rock. It probably would have had better pillow talk.”

I laughed again.

“But yeah, so I made toast and had a bowl of this disgusting granola,” Mollie said. “I don’t know what brand it was, but it said the word ‘protein’ on it literally sixteen times on the front alone. I counted.”

“So, no second date?” I asked.

“Well, never say never. He still had abs,” Mollie joked.

“God,” I dragged out the word this time, laughing as I said it.

“That already smells amazing by the way,” Mollie looked towards my frying pan as she said it.

“It’s literally just bacon,” I admitted.

“Yeah, that’d be it.”

I took a second to begin working on the eggs. Our conversation paused. The only noise was the sizzle of frying and the pouring of the eggs into a new pan. As soon as that quiet hit me, that thought returned again.

That’s a man.

I wanted it to go away. Mollie had only been over for a few minutes but I was already having a great time. I had forgotten about a world outside of Madison and Mollie. That world had clawed its way back in without a word of warning however.

It was so stupid. Such a simple comment and yet it had done so much to unravel me.

And how? I felt the way my feet arched in the high heels. My jeans hugged my legs in the way no men’s jeans ever would. They sure didn’t look anything like men’s jeans would, between my legs. I sensed the cool mesh material on my skin, the silky cami top it. I focused on how the wig felt like my own hair, flowing softly past my shoulders. The way that my skin felt different, when the makeup gripped into it. I tapped my perfectly manicured nails on the countertop, admiring their pink and floral pattern.

How? How was that a man? I had so many questions.

“What are you thinking about?”

“Huh?”

I snapped out of my trance immediately. I had all but forgotten Mollie was even with me, in those few seconds of self-reflection. Those few seconds of remembering that man in the street.

“I asked what you were thinking about,” Mollie repeated. “You’re never normally that quiet.”
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She was, of course, right. Mollie and I could speak non-stop, for hours. We did speak non-stop for hours on a lot of our shifts. Silences didn’t feel unnatural or uncomfortable between us but they did feel unusual.

“I don’t know,” I hesitated. “I guess the show.”

“What about it? You want to talk about it?” Mollie asked.

“Uh, maybe,” I stalled again. “Give me one moment, I’m nearly ready to serve this.”

That bit was at least true. I took a couple of plates, placed a long slice of toasted sourdough bread in the center, and laid a bed of scrambled eggs on each. I dashed a little extra salt and black pepper, and placed a few strips of bacon diagonally on top. I placed a pile of the mushrooms by the flat edge of the toast. It wasn’t exactly restaurant-level presentation, but I thought it looked kind of cute.

“Oh my god this looks amazing,” Mollie told me as I handed her a plate. “This is exactly what I needed.”

“Same. Thanks for coming over.”

“I don’t know why you’re thanking me for eating your breakfast but I’ll take it,” Mollie joked.

“You okay eating on the couch?”

“Course,” she said. “I’d probably eat this off the floor if I had to.”

“Are you, like, really hungry or something?” I raised an eyebrow as I said it.

Mollie giggled, softly.

“No, I think I just get really excited when people cook for me. Is this a normal breakfast for you? Because I’ll come here more often if it is.”

“You’re obviously welcome here any time,” I told her. “But it’s not, like, every day that I’d have this. I’m definitely not having granola that says protein on it sixteen times either though.”

Mollie interjected with a sharp laugh, a little like the one I had accidentally let loose earlier myself.

“But I didn’t even have any of this stuff in the apartment when I asked if you wanted to come over.”

She was still gently laughing as I finished my sentence.

“Oh wait,” she interjected. “Did you have to go out to get this stuff?”

I suddenly almost regretted what I had said. Telling Mollie that I had been outside meant that I would probably have to tell her what had happened on the way back. Equally though, talking about the show was making me think about what happened as well. Talking about anything felt like it was going to mean I had to talk about the guy on the bike. All conversations felt as if they were eventually going to lead back to that comment.

“Yeah,” I hesitantly offered.

“As Madison?” Mollie probed.

“Yeah, like this,” I admitted. “Well, except wearing flats. I didn’t wear the heels.”

“Oh my god you should have, you’d have killed that store.”

I laughed but there was a nervousness about it.

“How did it go?” Mollie asked.

“Yeah,” I paused, knowing it was the question I didn’t want to be asked. “Fine, I guess.”

Mollie set down her knife and fork on the plate and looked at me.

“What’s up?”

“It’s just-” I paused again. “It feels so dumb.”

“What?” her eyes looked sad. “I’m sure it’s not.”

“So going to the store was fine,” I told her. “Like, it felt great in fact. I didn’t even really think about it. I just went out and walked to the store and went in. There were a few people in there but none of them really paid attention to me and that felt great. That was when I texted you about Anthony’s show, even.”

“Makes sense,” Mollie said with a tentative laugh. “So what happened?”

I set my own plate on the arm of the couch. I still didn’t really want to tell her. I wasn’t sure why, it wasn’t like she’d judge me or anything. She wasn’t exactly about to side with the man on the bike. I figured maybe I was just making a big deal out of nothing.

My heart was fluttering again. I took a breath and thought about what I was going to say. My voice caught in my throat, feeling dry all of a sudden. I closed my eyes and took another breath, then I told her. I told her about the walk home. I explained how I had suddenly felt so much more nervous, and then what had happened with the man on the bike.

I told her what he had said. I had explained how I was nervous about him before he even said it, and I said about how small I had felt when I heard the words.

“Oh my god, Madison, I’m so sorry.”

I half-smiled, half-frowned. I wasn’t sure how to respond to her.

“I just feel so silly being so caught up on it, though,” I admitted.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s like, it was such a minor comment. I keep thinking it wasn’t even that bad. It could have been so much worse, even,” I told her.

“Yeah but just because it could have been worse doesn’t mean that it wasn’t bad by itself,” Mollie argued. “You’re allowed to be hurt even if it wasn’t, like, him yelling a slur at you.”

“Yeah,” I hesitantly agreed.

“And the fact that you know that it could have been worse is scary too!” she added. “Like, you were saying you were nervous about him as soon as you saw him and that’s bad enough as well!”

“What do you mean?”

“You shouldn’t have to feel uncomfortable or scared just because you’re being yourself outside. That shouldn’t be an invitation for people to be horrible to you,” she continued.

“Yeah but he hadn’t done anything at that point. That was just me feeling weird,” I admitted.

“Yeah but you were right to feel weird. Like, I get that sometimes, when I’m walking alone in a bit of the city I don’t know very well - hell, even in bits of the city I do know sometimes. You can just get a vibe from some people. Groups of guys, drunk men. Those sketchy dudes who hang out at that bus stop near Finn’s.”

“Oh, yeah, I know those guys,” I interrupted.

“The guy with the hat creeps me out.”

“Same,” I agreed.

“Sorry, I feel I’m going on a tangent here,” she looked off to the side for a second. “But people don’t necessarily have to say stuff to make you feel uncomfortable. Staring and muttering stuff can feel just as bad as being yelled at.”

“This is going to sound so dumb,” I started. “But, like, do you feel like this when you’re outside?”

Mollie laughed for a moment, but not in a way that felt as if she was laughing at me or my question. It was a kind of laugh that came from within. It felt strangely introspective.

“So, like, not all the time. Though when I had that headgear on after the hockey accident, you’d better believe that I felt like that all the time.”

“That makes sense,” I told her.

“But now, yeah, I feel like that sometimes. Like, tense around certain people. Because sometimes they do actually say stuff to me. Like this is a busy enough city that I occasionally get catcalled or just even beeped at by random cars. What’s that about?”

“I don’t even beep in traffic,” I joked.

“Oh I totally do,” Mollie joked back.

I laughed this time. It was nice to do, as stupid as that sounded. I was still tense from telling Mollie the story, but laughter was helping dissolve some of that tension.

“I feel a lot more nervous when I’m properly dressed up though,” Mollie told me. “I mean, maybe we’re kind of the same on that. But men are so much more likely to stare at me if I’m dressed for a date, or if I’m going out with the girls. I get it less when I’m just dressed casual, for work or something. Not that it never happens when I’m dressed like this.”

I took a second to consider the words, process what she was saying.

“So, like, what do you do?”

“Honestly, there’s not much you can do,” Mollie told me.

“What, you just have to get used to men yelling at you in the street?” I asked.

“Kind of?” she answered like she was asking a question. “I don’t know if that’s the best way of putting it or not. Like, you don’t have to like it or anything. You can stand up for yourself but, to be honest, I kind of don’t want to give these guys any attention. If they’re happy to yell at a stranger I never know what else they might be ready to do.”

“God that’s horrible.”

“Yeah,” Mollie paused for a moment. “Sorry this feels like the worst time to do this but I’m really worried about my food getting cold and I want to keep eating it.”

I laughed. I was so grateful for Mollie. Only she could manage to ease the tension of this conversation with her apparent love of breakfast food.

“Sorry,” Mollie spoke with a mouth half-full of toast. “It’s just really good.”

“No, happy to see you enjoying it,” I laughed again.

“I don’t know, maybe that sounds really dramatic,” Mollie had finished chewing that time. “But other people can be really scary when you’re out there and you’re feeling vulnerable. Like, that’s why you felt the way you did about that guy.”

“I can’t believe you feel like that so often, though,” I said.

“Well, like I said, it’s not necessarily all the time, but it does still happen,” Mollie paused to eat. “Have I just turned you into a militant feminist over breakfast?”

“Uh,” I laughed. “Maybe? I don’t know if I’m anything.”

“Very vague, Madison. Very vague,” Mollie said before putting an unrealistically large bite of food in her mouth.

“So, what do you do? If you’re outside and feel nervous?” I asked.

“Well, like,” Mollie murmured the words through a mouth of food, holding her hand up as if to tell me to wait for her to continue. “If I knew how to stop it happening, I’d do it. And, like, to a degree, you can sometimes avoid it. Sometimes I really dress-down if I’m on public transport late at night or whatever.”

“But that seems so unfair that you’d have to change you so that the world leaves you alone. Like, the problem is with the world being mean, not with you wearing what you’re wearing,” I argued.

“Yeah,” Mollie laughed. “I totally get that. You don’t have to explain that bit to me. But just cause I understand it doesn’t mean it changes.”

I almost felt kind of silly for a moment. In terms of conversations that only girls had, maybe this was the ultimate example. It had taken me being outside as Madison to finally understand why Mollie would sometimes show up for work on our drag nights wearing a big coat, when it wasn’t cold outside. Or why she’d tell me she’d get ready when she was already at her friend’s place, if they were going out together.

The world could be a really scary place, even for someone as brave as her.

“So what do you do?” I asked. “Like, should I just stop being Madison outside? And only do it where it’s safe?”

“Hell no!” Mollie immediately fired back. “Just because the world is a shitty place, it won’t get less shitty because people like you hide from it.”

“Yeah but I kind of want to. I don’t really want to go outside again after that. I think I maybe took things too fast, as Madison,” I argued.

“That’s fine. I totally get why you feel that way, and if you need some time before you go outside again, then you should take that time. But I would hate to see Madison disappear, all because of the hate that exists in the world.”

I was torn between a smile and a frown. What Mollie had said was hard to digest. Her sentiments were right, that the world would realistically only get worse if people like that man always won. But she was also right that hate did exist. It was something I’d either have to get used to, or would have to just hide from. I had been asked to fight a battle that I didn’t even want to exist in the first place.

“So what do you do?” I asked.

“I wish I had an easy answer for that. I sort of don’t know. I think you just find your strength and pick yourself up again. When I was a teenager - sorry, I had almost completely forgotten about this,” Mollie put her knife and fork down for a moment and looked at me. “This is so weird that this just came back to me. When I was a teenager, before the hockey thing, a random guy once called me a dog, when I was out with my friends.”

“What the fuck?”

I didn’t even think any of the words before they came from my mouth.

“Yeah, I know, right? And I mean, like, this guy was an adult. In my head he was forty but I think that’s just cause it happened when I was a kid. He was probably, like, early twenties, but still, was older than you should be to call an actual child a dog,” Mollie continued.

“Yeah, god, course,” I paused for a moment. “Did any of your friends know him? Or had they spoken to the guy?”

“Nope, nothing. That was the first thing he said to any of us.”

“What the hell? So what did you do?” I asked.

“Just cried,” Mollie laughed. “The two girls I was with were really nice about it. They took me home and we talked about how shitty the guy was. It kind of made me feel better, but it still knocked my confidence about being outside again.”

“And how did you get over it? Just wait to find your strength again?”

“Yeah, that was more or less it. Well, then the hockey thing happened not much after that, so it all kind of rolled into one thing,” Mollie told me. “That’s probably why I kind of forgot about the dog thing. The headgear was kind of a bigger deal.”

I laughed. It shouldn’t exactly have been a funny anecdote. It was impressive that Mollie had managed to find the humor in it all.

“Not that I’m saying you should have a hockey accident, by the way,” she joked. “Just to make that clear.”

“That was actually the first thing on my list,” I joked back.

Mollie picked her knife and fork back up, arranging the last of her food into a final couple of mouthfuls.

“I think, realistically, the thing that should be on your list is taking time to recover, and talking about how shitty that guy was.”

She scooped the food into her mouth, and I sensed that she may have been relieved to have finally been able to eat again.

“He was shitty,” I quietly told her.

“The shittiest,” Mollie agreed with a mouthful of food. “What did he look like?”

“Ugly,” I told her.

Mollie laughed through her food.

“Honestly,” she finished what she was chewing and took a breath. “I could tell he was ugly from the way you told the story.”

“Yeah I think his hood was up to try and hide how hideous he was,” I added.

Mollie laughed.

“Probably cycling to get back to the cave that he crawled out of.”

I laughed back.

“Want me to go fight this guy?”

Knowing Mollie, she probably wasn’t joking.
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Mollie didn’t get to stick around much longer. She had a few other things to sort before she started her shift. I was so grateful she came over though. The timing couldn’t have been better, as I needed her support then more than ever.

A couple of days passed and nothing within me really changed. I chatted to Mollie about it off and on, and assured her that I still wanted to do Anthony’s show. Admittedly, I wasn’t entirely sure if I did. I wanted to believe that I did, but the idea of this performance was so much more intense now.

This wasn’t just being out in public as Madison again. This was being out in public and being the actual center of attention, deliberately, as her. This was actively choosing to take part in a drag show. This was all of the things which that entailed.

And I knew a lot about what it would involve. The work I had put into getting props and costumes and figuring out music for the event meant that I fully understood Anthony’s show. That only made me more conflicted, though. Knowing Anthony’s show meant that, in a way, I was the clear choice as to who should fill in. Now, me pulling out would probably be more devastating than when Anthony’s original dancer pulled out int he first place.

I was even more conflicted as my desire to spend time as Madison hadn’t lessened at all. I had wondered whether the words with which that man had hurt me would resonate deeper. Whether they’d haunt me so much as Madison that I wouldn’t want to be her at all. But they didn’t.

They did haunt me, however. I wished that it weren’t the case, but I thought about him every single time that I got ready as Madison over the following few days. Every time I looked at myself in the mirror, I wondered how. How had he known? He saw me for a split second and yet that was enough for him to see through Madison, and see Matt.

I would apply highlighter and wonder whether it was my jaw that looked masculine. My jeans would slide into place and I would try and assess whether my hips looked feminine at all. I could barely look at my shoulders without overthinking whether they could only belong to a man.

The comment hadn’t made me want to stop dressing up and being Madison, but it had made me completely critical of myself. I wasn’t sure if what the man had seen in me was something that I could even fix. If it was my shoulders or my height or my facial structure, there wasn’t a whole lot that I could do about any of those things. I was stuck with them.

Which meant that I was stuck indoors. Madison was Matt’s prisoner. I couldn’t bring myself to let her out in the way that I had before. In the way that I had wanted. I felt like Mollie knew that as well, as she was being even more gentle with me than usual.

I knew that would have to come to an end though. I had committed to being a part of Finn’s Christmas Party, and we hadn’t discussed that since the fateful morning during which she had come over. I knew the time had come however, when I saw her name pop up one morning as my phone rang.

“Heya Madison!”

Her voice was cheery. She was anything but a morning person, so I imagined that it took a lot for her to sound that upbeat in talking to me. I had work that evening as well, so I wasn’t actually Madison. Still though, it was nice to hear the name. Nice to be called that. I quietly tried to prime my throat, and replied as best I could in my Madison voice.

“Heya Mollie!”

“Oh, hi,” Mollie sounded pleasantly surprised. “Nice to hear your voice.”

“And yours,” I agreed. “Though you sound weirdly awake. What’s up?”

“I am not weirdly awake, I’m as awake as I always am at this time,” Mollie protested.

“I don’t think I’ve ever got more than a grumble or a grunt out of you in the morning before,” I joked.

“What have I told you about us being nice girls?” she joked back.

“Oh yeah,” I thought back to the first time Mollie saw me as Madison. “Okay, what’s up? Why the morning call?”

“Uh, so I can’t think of a gentle way to introduce this so I’ll just go ahead,” she paused for a fraction of a second, barely enough for me to interject or even think. “Anthony called me this morning, asking if you were working tonight. He wanted to meet up, the three of us, to talk about the party.”

“Ah,” was all I managed to say.

“Yeah, so I told him I’d have to check with you if you’re working. Obviously I know you are, but I didn’t want to tell him to come over if you weren’t happy to meet him,” she explained.

“Thank you,” I offered. “But I should talk to him. I don’t feel like I can do it but I also don’t want to make you tell him that. I’d rather do it in person.”

“Okay,” Mollie said, after a moment’s pause. “Do you want me to tell him that you’re not sure if you can do it?”

I paused now. I wasn’t quite sure.

“No,” I eventually said. “I still want to do it. I think I need to talk to him properly. I need to tell him what happened and tell him why I’m nervous about it all.”

“Yeah that seems totally reasonable,” she told me. “Can you get to the bar like an hour early?”

“Yeah, I can do that! Is it just going to be the three of us?”

“Just us, yeah,” Mollie confirmed.

“Okay, great. Let’s do it then.”

“Perfect.”

“Thanks, Mollie,” I added.

“For what?” she asked. “I thought I was the bearer of bad news, here.

“I don’t know, I think just for everything. I don’t know how I would have gotten through the other morning without you. I don’t think I’d have been able to even face Anthony without your help, either,” I explained.

“Aw that’s okay,” Mollie sounded almost pained when she said it. “We’re nice girls, remember?”

I laughed.

“We’re nice girls.”

“Great, so I’ll see you in a few hours,” Mollie added.

“See you in a few hours.”

“Have a great day, Madison!” Mollie signed off.

“You, too.”

I’d have been lying if I said I wasn’t nervous. Maybe even a little terrified. I didn’t exactly know what I wanted from my conversation with Anthony. The easy answer was that I wanted out. I wanted to not have to do the show and I wanted to hide Madison away forever. I never wanted to have to face the outside world and the unpleasantness to be found there.

But that was the short term answer. That was a solution for the immediate problem; the problem being that I was afraid to go outside as Madison.

That wasn’t the real problem though. The real problem was that I wanted to be Madison, and yet I couldn’t.

Having felt almost as if Madison had been taken away from me, I felt I wanted to be her more than ever. If I was given the chance at that exact moment, I decided that I would simply be Madison. If I could wake up one day and still have the exact same life, except for the fact that I was Madison, I would take it. Like, I would turn up to work and Liam and Simon would call me Madison, and they never would have even known a Matt. I would go home and my parents wouldn’t be expecting to see their son, they’d be eagerly awaiting their daughter. I would go out in public and I would simply be a woman.

If that were a real possibility, I would have taken it in a heartbeat. That much I knew. But it wasn’t that simple. Life just didn’t work like that. Which meant that being Madison was something I only did for fun. And being her for fun meant not facing those things.

Life simply didn’t work like that. If I were to go out as Madison, to try and turn up to work one day as a woman, or visit my parents as a girl, or even simply go outside in the way that I wanted to present, it wouldn’t work. The shadow of Matt was destined to forever follow Madison. She could never be the woman that I wanted to be.

That I wanted me to be.

So the real problem didn’t have a straightforward solution. The solution of hiding Madison away forever was not a solution which would make me actually happy, as Madison. That day I had spent getting my nails manicured and my ears pierced with Mollie was maybe the best day of my life. I would never have that again if I were to all of a sudden lock Madison away in my apartment again, like she had been for her whole life.

I considered that maybe talking to Anthony would be good for me. Whether I managed to agree to do the show with him, or whether I simply told him I couldn’t face it, I hoped that I would find some kind of answers in our conversation. Some kind of direction for Madison.

These thoughts consumed my day. Before I knew it, the morning had melted away. Afternoon had begun and it was almost already time to head to Finn’s. Before long, I couldn’t even face it any longer. The thoughts of meeting Anthony had consumed my mind so much that I had to just get up and leave the house. I had to head out to work just to get it over with.

Finn’s had definitely become my home away from home, away from home. I had never felt community like I had at that bar. That was a little strange, seeing as how Mollie, Liam, Simon, and I were the only real full-time members of staff. Regardless, our gig-staff and even some of the regulars made it feel like a place where people knew each other.

To me, that felt like a home. I wasn’t sure if the city would even feel like much of a home without it. I didn’t think I’d have managed to meet anybody, had I not worked at Finn’s. I sure as well wouldn’t have met Mollie, and I couldn’t imagine living in that place without her.

And there I was again. Finn’s. As I went to unlock the front door, I noticed that the main bolt had already been disengaged. I unlocked the latch, and pushed. Some of the lights were already on. That meant that either somebody had forgotten to close-up properly the night before, or somebody was already in. I almost hoped that it was the former, as I didn’t want anybody else to be at mine and Mollie’s meeting with Anthony.

“Hello?” I cautiously called into the bar.

“Hey Matt!”

It was Mollie’s voice, calling back from a store room. My sense of relief was palpable. I had never been more happy to hear her voice, and that truly was saying something.

“Oh, Mollie!”

I felt my heart flutter. I realized how tense I had been for a moment. She popped out from the store in which she had been hiding.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I could ask you the same question,” she retorted.

“I was nervous,” I admitted, not waiting for her response first. “I kept thinking about the meeting with Anthony and I couldn’t stop thinking about it.”

“Same,” Mollie simply replied.

“What, as in, that’s why you’re here?”

“Yeah,” she explained. “I was really nervous for you after we talked and I couldn’t focus on anything, so I figured I’d just come in.”

“Oh my god, Mollie, I’m sorry,” I offered.

We’d been making our ways towards one another in the bar the whole time we’d been talking. We were finally in range of having a normal conversation.

“You don’t have anything to be sorry about,” Mollie laughed. “You didn’t do anything.”

“Yeah, but I don’t feel great about you feeling bad on my behalf,” I explained.

“Oh, Madison.”

She put her arms around me. Her hug was warm and comforting and safe. I wasn’t sure if Mollie had called me Madison before, when I wasn’t obviously her. I wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about it. I thought that it maybe should have made me tense, the obvious conflict between my two selves though.

In her arms however, there was no tension to be found. There was nothing other than the positivity which radiated from her. To her, I was now Madison, regardless of how I looked, and that was fine. To her, to me. To anybody who dared ask.

The hug sustained itself until the feelings finally passed. We had said nothing, just stood quietly with our bodies against one another. It meant a hell of a lot.

“You’re gonna be okay,” Mollie told me.

I simply smiled in response. She meant it, I could tell. The best part was - looking into her darkly made-up eyes, and her generous smile - I believed it.

“Thanks,” I said. “For everything.”

Mollie smiled back.

“You wanna talk about anything? Or do you just want to start work?” she asked me.

“I think just start work. I sort of came here to take my mind off of everything,” I told her.

“Then let’s do that.”

We started in silence at first, checking the taps, collecting discarded coasters, and wiping tables. Before long though, the familiar environment of Finn’s, and the comforting presence of Mollie, meant that our conversation began to flow naturally. Naturally about everything but the meeting. It was exactly what I needed.

I had almost - almost - forgotten about seeing Anthony, until I glanced at my cell phone. He was due in fifteen minutes. My heart sank a little. I had no idea how the conversation was going to go. Which of my two sides would win.

Deep down, I knew the answer. I didn’t want to disappoint Anthony, but I couldn’t face even imagining myself as Madison, in front of however many people would turn up to Finn’s for the Christmas party. As much as I wished I could do it, I knew that I didn’t have it in me. I just felt bad having to see Anthony disappointed. Again.

“Oh hey,” the voice was Mollie answering her cell.

“Oh, already?” she continued. “Nice, I’ll let you in.”

I looked over to her, and she was wandering towards the back door.

“Anthony’s here,” Mollie told me. “You ready?”
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The answer to the question was a straight “no.” I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t prepared to tell Anthony that I had promised to join his show, only to quit almost immediately after. Realistically, I should have told him already. I should have found some time in those days after, to reach out and tell him.

Christmas was looming. The party was ticking ever closer. I was somehow a much more integral part of this whole operation than I had wanted to be. As days went by and I didn’t tell Anthony that I wanted out, I only felt that I was becoming more vital.

“Cowgirl!”

The voice snapped me out of my trance. The voice could only be Anthony’s, not least as he was the only person who had ever called me Cowgirl in my whole life.

“Hey Anthony!” I tried to respond as eagerly as possible. “How’s it going?”

“Messy. And I’m not sure if it’s in a good way” he joked. “I have like a million things I need to make happen. This needs to be the first.”

I laughed nervously as he moved into the room. His outfit was similar to last time, some skinny jeans in combat boots, with a white vest and a flannel shirt tied around his waist.

“But how right was I to call you Cowgirl?” Anthony asked me. “I knew I saw it in you. Love the nails, by the way.”

I was very flattered by the compliment. Even in my nerves about talking to Anthony, it was hard not to enjoy somebody saying that my new manicure looked nice. I still loved those nails, despite everything.

“Thanks,” I laughed a genuine laugh, that time. “But did you actually guess? Or were you just messing with me?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Anthony said mysteriously.

I laughed again. Anthony sat himself down at our bar, as Mollie wiped some glasses on the other side of it.

“I kind of would,” I admitted. “I’ve been, like-”

I cut myself off. I wanted to explain that I’d been struggling with the whole Madison versus Matt dynamic, but I also didn’t totally want to get into it. That wasn’t what he was here for.

“Like what?” he asked.

“Oh, nothing, sorry. But did you guess?” I pressed.

“Honestly?” Anthony paused for a second and pulled his laptop from his bag. “A little.”

“How?”

I felt I probably sounded incredulous in my response, but why wouldn’t I? It was a hell of a claim.

“I don’t know. Something about your energy. You gave off, like, feminine vibes,” he explained.

I tried my best to stifle a smile, and looked at Mollie, who was openly grinning at me.

“Wait,” I addressed Mollie. “Did you say anything?”

Mollie shook her head.

“Not a word, promise.”

“About what?” Anthony asked, looking between us.

“Well,” I finally sat down next to Anthony. “I’m just, like, really nervous about this.”

“About what, the show? Or this?”

Anthony gestured quickly in a circle, encompassing my whole body.

“I guess both,” I admitted.

“Okay, I don’t need to be a therapist to understand something’s going on here. Spill it, girl.”

I laughed again. I hadn’t expected to appreciate Anthony’s directness quite so much but it was maybe what I needed.

“Well, I want to do the show. I really want to do it,” I started. “It’s just-”

I paused for a moment. Anthony didn’t say anything, he only watched me, his eyes squinting softly as if he was trying to understand something I hadn’t yet revealed.

With that, I launched into my explanation. I told him all of the reasons why I wanted to be a part of his show. What it could do for my confidence, how fun I thought it would be, what it would do for Madison. So many reasons to be excited and happy and optimistic.

But then I told him why I was so scared. I told him about hiding Madison for my whole life, only to come out of my shell for a few days, just to be embarrassed and forced back into it.

“Wow,” Anthony paused after I told him everything.

He looked contemplative for a moment, before turning to Mollie.

“Well, the girl clearly needs a drink,” he joked.

“I think we all do,” Mollie clearly only half-joked back, as she reached for a gin from behind the bar.

I watched as she poured the three of us a single, and distributed some tonic between the glasses.

“So you’ve just experienced the whole range of the LGBT spectrum in like three days,” he paused for a moment. “You’ve had a crash course in queer.”

“I guess,” I hesitantly laughed. “Is this, like, something that’s happened to you.”

“Oh good god yes.”

Anthony took the glass from Mollie and thanked her, before taking a sip.

“So what did you do?” I asked.

“Oh, I don’t know, that’s a really hard question,” Anthony admitted. “Like, people were mean to me the whole time I was growing up.”

“I’m sorry,” I interjected.

Anthony smiled.

“But, like I never tried to hide who I was. I was gay before I knew what gay was. I was the one camp kid in my year from a young age,” he continued. “If there was a gay joke, it was about me.”

“I’m sorry,” I repeated.

“It’s all good honey, it was a long time ago. You’re going to sorry yourself out if you’re not careful.”

I laughed and took a sip of my drink, also thanking Mollie.

“Sorry,” I said it without thinking, looking at Anthony stupidly as I realized what I said. “Carry on.”

“So I never hid who I was. I was gay, that was that. And I got called names, had jokes made about me, and I got beat up. But I knew that I was never going to change. Being gay was me. I couldn’t stop being gay, even if it felt like everyone else wanted me to.”

He paused to take another sip of his drink and I tried as hard as I could to not apologize again.

“So, then, how did Miss Anthropic come out of that?” I asked. “Like, after that thing with the guy on the bike, I want to hide this more than ever.”

“She came out of it because I wanted to hide. I went to this drag show one time, it was something I’d never really done before because-” Anthony did a short, dramatic laugh. “Small town queer.”

I laughed as well, as clearly the comment was made to be relatable to me, but I was a little unsure. Anthony was very liberally using the term queer to describe what he was doing and even what I was doing. I wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about it in all honesty.

For years, at school queer was an insult. If a kid came off a little camp, they were queer. If you chickened out of skipping class, you were queer. If you hit funny in baseball, you’d better believe that you were queer.

And I got that it wasn’t the same any more - well, aside from back in my old town - but the word still felt uncomfortable. I had always struggled to put labels on what I did as Madison, never being sure how much she was just fun to be, and how much I needed to be her. Still, “queer” felt unsettling. Queer felt like too much of a label.

Regardless, I let Anthony continue. I could like or dislike the label as much as I wanted, I still needed to hear how he managed to grow his drag persona out of all of this.

“And drag opened my eyes to how happy and fun being gay could be,” Anthony continued. “Dancing, singing, drama - you know, all those things people like me are stereotyped about liking? Well, it turns out I loved it. The whole thing was so fun. The crowd was great, it was my first time being able to mingle mostly with other gay people, and the performers… Wow.”

“And what, that made you want to perform?” I asked.

“More than that. It made me want to be them,” Anthony explained. “They radiated confidence. And me, being an out of shape and very badly dressed young man, I wanted that confidence. Going to that show was the most I’d ever felt like I’d been myself in my whole life. I’d managed to stay true to that little gay boy through school, even with the bullying, but being able to go and do something so obviously queer was such a big step for me.”

I sipped my drink and thought for a second.

“So the idea of drag was, like, just embracing this side of yourself?”

“Maybe,” Anthony admitted. “But more than that, I felt it was kind of a mask. I figured the confidence those girls on stage had was because of the way they weren’t presenting their usual selves on stage. They hid themselves behind amazing makeup and those beautiful, flashy outfits.”

“Ah,” I said, expecting myself to say more, but not managing to.

“What’s up?” Anthony asked me.

Mollie was smiling at me, gently. She had been behind the bar the whole time, finding things to do there. She hadn’t involved herself in the conversation at all, yet somehow didn’t come off like she was eavesdropping or anything. She was more like some kind of comforting presence which made the conversation easier to have. I smiled back at her, hoping that my face would let her realize how grateful I was to have her with me.

“It’s kind of hard to explain,” I started. “Mostly because I don’t think I’ve figured it out myself, even.”

“Well give it a try!” Anthony enthused.

“Okay,” I laughed. “Like, I don’t know who Madison is. I know she’s not a drag queen, because she’s not, like, a persona. And I don’t think I’m a crossdresser, because it’s not just about the clothes or anything, I like feeling like a woman. But then I don’t think I’m trans either, because I don’t hate having to go back to being a guy, if I need to go to work or whatever. I just prefer spending time as a girl.”

“You think you’re not trans enough to be trans?” Anthony asked me.

“Uh,” I tried to laugh off the comment. “I don’t know if that’s it, but maybe. Like, I don’t think I’m trans because I don’t think I could ever go through with it, if you know what I mean. Like, I don’t think I could face having surgery, and it’s not like I can’t stand my male body anyway. If I could just wake up one day and be a girl, without any other part of my life changing, I’d definitely do it, but that’s such an unrealistic scenario that I don’t think it even means anything.”

I paused for a moment, before realizing everything I’d just said.

“Sorry,” I apologized again. “We barely even know each other, I don’t know why I offloaded all of that onto you. Sorry. This is all a huge secret as well, so I didn’t even really mean to say all of that.”

“It’s okay,” Anthony reassured me. “I’ve played therapist plenty of times before.”

That I genuinely laughed at.

“But just because you’re not, I don’t know, begging for change on the streets to get reassignment surgery, that doesn’t mean you aren’t trans. Like, do you think all the cisgender guys in this city think they would be happy if they woke up as a girl?” he asked.

“Uh,” was all I managed to murmur.

“Mollie,” Anthony turned to address her. “Would you be happy if you woke up as a man? All hairy and muscly and sexy?”

“God no,” Mollie laughed as she said it. “Though I could totally understand why any guy would want to wake up and be a girl. It’s probably the better choice.”

She cocked her head and beamed a smile at us, to which Anthony rolled his eyes, dramatically.

“But you see what I mean?” Anthony asked, his word getting extended as if to prove how right he was. “I’m not saying you have to put a label on it, but you don’t exactly fit the cis-guy bill right now.”

Nothing Anthony said sounded wrong, but it still felt a little wrong. Would any guy mind if they woke up as a girl? Surely not, if nothing else around them changed. And surely nobody felt truly comfortable in the skin they were in.

“Okay, trans or not, how does using drag as a mask mean you’re confident as you, then?” I asked. “Like, if Miss Anthropic is some kind of costume, surely that means that you aren’t totally comfortable in your own body.”

Anthony tilted his head slightly and his mouth turned to a half-frown, half-pout.

“We’re really examining this whole thing, huh?” he asked me. ”But no, I think Miss Anthropic is still an extension of me. Like, most people know that I and Miss Anthropic are one and the same. She’s a character that’s part of Anthony, and her flamboyancy and fabulousness is all just an exaggerated form of all of the ways in which I am so wonderfully showy and fantastic.”

“So she’s less of a mask and more, like, a caricature of yourself?”

“I guess maybe? Sorry honey, I’ve never even analyzed it myself this much,” Anthony laughed. “Yeah, I guess she’s a way to let me be as myself and as camp and as gay as I wanted to be as a kid, when all of those other kids hated me for being gay.”

“I think I get it,” I took a sip of my drink. “But then, if I was trans, how would that fit with being part of a drag show? Because Madison is an extension of me as well but, like…”

I trailed off.

“I guess I’ve kind of answered my own question.”

“That, I think you have,” Anthony told me. “Don’t I make the best therapist?”

He turned to Mollie as he said it. This time, she rolled her eyes.

“Don’t you start, Judas,” Anthony added.

“Oh my god,” Mollie held her hands up dramatically. “I’ve been, like, ninety-nine percent on your side.”

“Well that one percent was more than enough.”

Their back-and-forth made me laugh, which was very welcome, as I was suddenly feeling unsure of myself.

“So, say I was trans,” I started. “How does that work with drag?”

“This feels like the easiest question you’ve asked all day,” Anthony told me. “It’s literally perfect. You’ve essentially been a drag queen in training this whole time. Madison probably isn’t stage-ready, but drag is the perfect chance to either come up with a whole new persona, or make Madison as flashy and flamboyant as you’ve always wanted her to be.”

“Well, yeah, I think that’s the thing. I don’t necessarily want Madison to be an extension of Matt. I don’t want Madison to be known as, like, the female version of Matt. I just want her to be her own woman,” I explained.

“Oh my god, you are so trans,” Anthony said before turning to Mollie. “Isn’t she so trans.”

Mollie simply held her hands up.

“Okay regardless of whether or not Mollie wants to comment, that was the most trans thing I’ve ever heard. So then you don’t have to be Madison on stage. I actually know so many drag queens who are trans girls. And I know a lot of drag queens who aren’t trans, and a lot of trans girls who aren’t drag queens,” he added. “But there’s room for everybody!”

He somehow managed to add an extra syllable to his last word, and I kind of enjoyed it

“Yeah, I don’t know if I’d want to be on stage as Madison,” I admitted.

“Then don’t be. Be The Cowgirl, or something. Just be whatever name you want, if it lets you be you,” Anthony suggested.

The idea was weirdly profound. Coming up with a new persona to truly be who I wanted to be. I guessed I had already done that with Madison in the first place, but I still had to keep her hidden. Another female persona could mean I could publicly be a woman, while I got used to it.

Well, maybe “a woman” was an exaggeration. A drag persona was never meant to be exactly like a woman, the way I tried to be with Madison. They were their own thing entirely. But I guessed that I could at least get used to the world seeing me in a dress and heels. Not just any dress and heels, either. The Mrs. Claus dress and stiletto boots that I had been so jealous of.

“What do you think, cowgirl? You in or not?”
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The answer wasn’t that black and white, even if Anthony had felt very convincing. There was so much more to the situation. So many questions still going through my head.

“I want to,” I cautiously told Anthony and Mollie. “I’m still- I don’t know.”

“What’s not to know?” Anthony asked.

Anthony’s blasé response still made it sound so simple. Equally though, I wasn’t entirely sure what I even wanted to ask.

“Okay, like, this still means going out of the house as a girl. I’m not ready for that,” I said.

“No, honey, it means stepping into Finn’s bar as a woman,” he replied.

I raised an eyebrow.

“How is that any different?”

“Yeah, to be fair, that doesn’t mean anything,” Mollie added.

Anthony glared at her, clearly trying to disguise a smile.

“Aren’t you meant to be wiping glasses?”

“Aren’t you meant to be helping my friend overcome some deep internal issues?” she jabbed back.

“What?” he looked at both of us, a puzzled look on his face. “I was meant to be planning a show. I should charge extra for this.”

“Sorry.”

I realized he was right. Anthony already had enough going on with the show falling apart. He didn’t need to be my therapist on top of that, too.

“Trust me honey, it’s part of the business,” Anthony joked.

“Okay,” I smiled. “But anyway, you still need to step out of the house as Miss Anthropic, whenever you do a show, right? I don’t think I can do that!”

Anthony smiled, as if he was sharing a little private joke with himself.

“What, like, you think I get ready at home and then drive my car to a show in my full costume?” he asked.

“Like,” I felt silly for a moment, realizing maybe that wasn’t true. “I guess I hadn’t actually thought about it.”

“Okay, I’m going to let you in on an industry secret. I literally cannot even turn my head in some of my costumes. I think it would be illegal to drive a car in the things I wear,” he explained.

The image sprung to my mind of Miss Anthropic, paralyzed at a stop sign, unable to go any further as she couldn’t look at the traffic. That time, I laughed at my own little private joke.

“What?” Anthony asked.

I tried to explain the image I had built in my mind, which Mollie found very funny but Anthony more or less took as reinforcement of his point.

“See? I’d be crazy to do that!” he reiterated. “So here’s the other secret, pretty much all of us just get ready at the venue. We turn up like an hour or two before a show, do our makeup in a back room, and then transform right here in the very building that we’re performing in.”

“Oh. That feels really obvious,” I admitted.

“That’s because it is. But you’re new to all of this, so I’ll forgive you.”

“Okay, thanks,” I let out a quiet laugh as I said it. “Okay, but have you ever been worried about people seeing you? Like, whenever I’ve been out as Madison, I’ve always been so scared of a person I know as Matt seeing me as a girl and recognizing me. Like, my high school bully was here the other day. How do you not worry about that?”

“Your high school bully was here?” Anthony echoed.

“Yeah, like out for drinks with his fiancé,” I explained.

He had a look of shock on his face, and glanced between me and Mollie. She nodded as if to verify the truth in my story.

“How did you not tell me this?” he asked Mollie.

“Uh,” Mollie looked puzzled. “I have no idea why it would have come up in conversation.”

“Because you should tell me when crazy things happen at this place!” He looked back to me. “Because that’s crazy, right? Like, him being here is crazy?”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “We’re hundreds of miles from home, and his fiancé turned out to be a guy, after he called me gay at school a whole bunch.”

“What? Oh my god this is like, the oldest trick in the book,” he turned back to Mollie again. “You have to tell me if anybody’s high school bully comes here and turns out to be gay. Anybody’s.”

“God, okay,” Mollie held her hands up again.

Their relationship was very funny. From what I saw of it, Anthony got away with a lot of jokes at Mollie’s expense. I started to understand why she wanted me and her to be nice girls.

“Okay, but back to the question - although I am going to need to talk to you again about this high school bully thing. Back to the question though, you’re worried somebody might see you in drag?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“Okay, so if somebody saw you in drag, that meant they would be at the drag show. Yeah?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I replied after a pause.

“Okay, so they’re at a drag show on Christmas day in one of the most queer friendly bars in the city. And you’re worried that this person might spot you?” Anthony continued.

This time, I paused for even longer. The point had hit me. Obviously, Finn’s bar on a drag night was probably the second safest place in the world for me to present as a woman, after my own home. The type of person I feared seeing me either had zero chance of being there, or probably had more to lose than me by being seen there.

“I can see the cogs whirring,” Anthony told me. “You starting to get it?”

I looked between him and Mollie.

“I’m trying to think of reasons this wouldn’t work,” I admitted.

“Why?”

I could almost feel Anthony imploring me to see his point of view in the way he said the word.

“Because she loves assuming the worst,” Mollie chimed in. “She’s incapable of thinking things can just go well.”

“Are we doing tag team therapy now?” Anthony asked her.

“I’m qualified,” Mollie joked.

“Have we gotten through to you yet?” Anthony turned to me.

“Like, I can’t see a reason this wouldn’t work. I’m just scared, I guess.”

“Look, honey, I get that the man on the bike shook your confidence. I’ve felt that, we’ve all been through that. But the best way to get over him - well, the best way to get over any man - is to pick yourself up and be fabulous,” he explained. “You’ve got two choices right now. You either hide for the rest of your life and let him win, or you go out on that stage and you say fuck you to that guy and everybody like him. You get to live.”

There was a silence in the bar for a moment.

“God, Anthony,” Mollie eventually spoke. “Have you given that speech before?”

“A magician never reveals his secrets,” he smiled at her coyly. “So, Cowgirl, what’s it gonna be?”

I let the silence resume for a moment. The two halves of myself were warring once again. The part of me which I figured must have represented logic and reasoning was screaming at me not to do it. It was telling me that I could be seen, that somebody might know me and recognize me, and then my years of hiding and secrets would all unravel.

But the other side of me was screaming just as loudly. It was simply screaming “do it.”

Because what was the chance of somebody seeing me? Somebody who I didn’t want to see me, that was? Of course people were going to see me, but I wanted to be seen. I had started going out as Madison because I was sick of her only existing behind closed doors. She was a part of me, and she was exciting and beautiful and real.

I wanted her to be seen. I wanted her to exist.

“I’ll do it.”

I spoke the words before logic and reason could have any chance to rear their ugly heads again. The part of me that said yes, whatever that part was, meant more to me. It was what caused Madison to exist in the first place. It was what meant that I had shared her with Mollie. Now it meant that she was going to perform.

Mollie let out a little squeal of excitement.

“That’s my Cowgirl!” Anthony enthused. “God, you really made me fight for that.”

“Yeah, sorry,” I offered. “I didn’t want to let you down but - I don’t know. It was a lot.”

“Of course it’s a lot. But it’s meant to be a lot. It’s a performance!” Anthony explained.

I just laughed. I didn’t know what else to add. Mollie and Anthony had been the perfect company for this conversation. I had never managed to be so earnest with anybody about how I felt as Madison. Well, I’d never been able to talk to anybody about her at all, in the past.

But Anthony’s experience had so many parallels with my own. Our lives were completely different, but there were so many similarities that I couldn’t help but feel. I hoped that those similarities would continue. I hoped that I could overcome what had happened, and to find my confidence.

“But now we’ve got a lot to do,” Anthony continued. “We’ve now only got a few days to get you up to speed.”

“With the performance?”

“With the performance!” Anthony echoed.

“I already know a bit,” I admitted. “Like, I got kind of into it when I was doing the prep work for you the other day.”

“Oh, a fan!” Anthony joked. “Thanks again for that, you did great with those costumes- and oh my god now I get why.”

I chuckled gently.

“Did you get one for yourself?” Anthony asked. “If you’ve already got one in your size then that would be amazing.”

“I actually didn’t. I thought about it, but then the idea of it made me kind of sad,” I admitted.

“Well shoot. Reckon you’d fit into the one we’ve got?”

“Actually yes. Like, I didn’t try it on or anything,” I quickly caveated, “But the measurements were so close to my own. I was pretty certain the boots would fit!”

“Oh my god this is meant to be. And if the costume doesn’t fit then that’s, like, twenty minutes of sewing, tops,” Anthony said.

He looked earnestly excited. I kind of liked it. It felt like I was getting swept up into something bigger than myself. As if this could have been a real pivotal and transformative moment for me. For Madison.

“One thing though. And it’s a big thing. I’ve never, like, danced as Madison,” I admitted.

“Ah,” Anthony uttered. “Okay, that’s more of a problem. You can walk in heels though?”

“She could run in heels,” Mollie vouched for me.

I was pretty certain she had never seen me do that, but I would have been lying if I said I didn’t enjoy her confidence in me.

“Well then, we can work with that,” he said. “We’re going to need to practice, though.”

It suddenly dawned on me that this felt like a dream come true. I had always watched on at the Finn’s drag shows with awe and, in all honesty, jealousy. To a part of me, this was all I had ever wanted, and more. The chance to feel feminine. The opportunity to be a woman in public. The promise to finally feel the way I had always wanted to feel.

More than that, even. It sounded like I was on the cusp of getting free drag lessons from one of the most notable queens who came to our bar. If I told my younger self that this was going to happen, I would never have believed me.

Anthony and Mollie had started a little back and forth, which I’d missed the start of due to being lost in my own thoughts. Navigating the waking dream I had wandered into.

“Mollie, can I use the bar in the mornings for a few days to get things ready for the show?”

“Course. What kind of things?”

“Mostly planning the space and how I want to use it,” he explained.

“Yeah, totally,” Mollie said. “You need my help at all?”

“Maybe,” Anthony said vaguely. “But I’m definitely going to need Cowgirl over here.”

I looked back and forth between the two of them.

“When?” I asked.

“Every morning from tomorrow until we’re ready,” he explained.

“Okay, so what do I need to do?” I asked.

“You’re going to need to get those cute little boots on, and you’re going to learn to dance with me.”
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The rest of the time with Anthony in the bar whizzed by. My mood over those past few days had been all over the place. From my excitement in going out with Mollie, to my low of being called a man in the street, to this feeling in the bar with Anthony and Mollie. This elation.

It meant that the time simply disappeared. We discussed the plans for the party a little more, then discussed what more or less felt like a training plan. Anthony’s idea of how to turn me from - in his words - the shy little girl that Madison had been her whole life, to the queen she was born to be.

I didn’t hate the idea. I didn’t even hate the wording.

When the time came to open the bar, Anthony stuck around for one last drink, then headed home to finalize his plan for the two of us over the next days. Meanwhile, I spent the whole shift riding high on life, my emotions lifted as if I was drifting through my day without a single care.

Somehow, all of the fears I felt about the show felt as if they were already evaporating. I looked around the bar, thinking about the types of people who came to Finn’s. The types of people who would likely be at the Christmas party.

These were not people to fear. These were good people. People who lived their own full and vibrant lives. People who wouldn’t tell my parents if they saw me doing something they disagreed with. We were miles away from my old hometown, in every sense of the term. I was miles away from the fear and prejudice and hate that characterized the place. I was finally free.

And I had known that for a while. I never would have dreamed of doing any of these things back home. A drag show probably would have been protested back home. Telling a girl about Madison would have meant getting beat up at school the next day. This was not that place.

Towards the end of the shift, Mollie found a moment to quietly talk to me again.

“How are you feeling about it now, then?”

“The show?” I clarified.

“Yeah, I guess the show, but I kind of mean everything,” she explained.

“Uh, that’s a big one,” I started. “I’m super excited.”

Mollie smiled and nodded gently. I continued speaking.

“Super excited about the show, mostly. I’m really happy that Anthony managed to convince me. Like, I obviously wanted to do it, but I was so certain that I couldn't do it. And I’m definitely still not ready to go out as Madison again, but this feels different. It feels exciting, I guess.”

Mollie’s smile continued.

“I’m really happy for you.”

I smiled back.

“Plus,” Mollie continued, “I really want to see Madison dance. I know you’ve got some moves.”

“Uh, I don’t know,” I laughed. “Dancing wasn’t exactly something boys did, back home.”

“Well good thing that you’re not a boy, then,” she joked.

“You know what I mean,” I said a little shyly.

“Of course I do. But also you know what I mean,” she replied.

“Well, hopefully that counts for something.”
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“Well, hopefully that counts for something.”

That was Anthony, this time. I had explained to him that I had never been a dancer, but I kept in shape and I was comfortable in a pair of high heels.

“Still, I’m sure people have started from a worse place than you,” he continued. “Cinderella shall go to the ball.”

I just laughed. Being with Anthony, I felt a strange sense that I owed him something. By all rights, I was helping him. I was filling in for a missing backing dancer, and had all but saved his show. I’d even helped with planning the damned thing!

But this was bigger than that. In return, Anthony was helping me so much more. He was helping me overcome my own insecurities. He was trying to let me rise above all of the fear which I had filled myself with since I was a child. He was going to be the reason that I could step out into the world in a pair of high heels and be excited to do that.

Plus he was teaching me to dance like a girl. That was a nice bonus, too.

Just then, that was exactly what we were gearing up to do. Back in Finn’s bar, the morning after my last shift with Mollie, Anthony and I had cleared the tables and chairs and made a space to dance. Well, we had made a space for him to dance first. He told me we would start with him running through a couple of the routines, and then we’d go from there.

I already had a surprisingly good idea of Miss Anthropic’s routines. Having spent that day helping to organize the party for Anthony, I had needed to figure out some playlist ideas to suit his existing dance numbers. That had meant that I’d watched his performances a few times, trying to understand them in order to find music which they’d fit to.

What Anthony showed me wasn’t miles apart from what I’d seen in the videos. The moves were mostly similar, the timings were nearly the same, and his execution almost mirrored what I had seen already.

But that didn’t make it any less impressive, not by a long shot. If anything, I was more impressed, seeing it in person like this. To be able to repeat his whole routine, just like that was crazy. Not that it exactly boosted my confidence.

“So I need to learn that?” I found myself asking.

“More or less.”

Anthony didn’t exactly pull any punches.

“Although not exactly that. Some of this is stuff that only I’m going to do. Some of this is stuff that took me years to learn, so I’m not going to try and get you to do the splits on day one.”

“Okay,” I laughed. “That was exactly the bit I was worried about.”

“Oh god no, honey,” Anthony laughed as well. “Nobody’s even going to be looking at you when I’m doing that.”

Anthony’s self confidence was aspirational. He was effeminate and camp and all of these other things I had tried to not be, growing up. And yet he seemed to see this as a source of power. Like he knew himself and who he was and he had no reason to hide this. I found it so strange to think that we had all of these things in common, with our upbringings, and yet he and I had turned out so vastly differently.

“What am I going to be doing?” I asked.

“Probably just moving your hips. That’s all I need you to do sometimes,” Anthony explained. “And that’s the perfect place for us to start today.”

“What do you mean?”

“Dancing comes from the hips. At least, dancing properly does. Guys are all rigid and embarrassing, but girls know that music moves the hips,” he started. “I’m going to put some music on and I need to you move your hips.”

“Like, just start dancing?” I asked, as if it was the most outrageous suggestion I’d ever heard.

“Yes, honey, just start dancing,” Anthony had clearly picked up on my tone.

With that, he went to the laptop behind the bar and, within a few clicks, a song had started playing. This wasn’t one of the ones from his routine, but it was equally as sugary and sweet and poppy.

I wasn’t entirely sure what to do. Anthony was standing stock still as the music played. He wasn’t saying a word. He wasn’t moving. He certainly wasn’t dancing. And yet he was asking me to, on command. I’d have been lying if I said I wasn’t self conscious.

It was a strange spot to be in. I didn’t want to waste Anthony’s time and I sure as hell didn’t want to offend him by acting like I was above what we were doing. Because I wasn’t. I wasn’t above what we were doing at all. I was thrilled at the thought of him teaching me to dance. The idea of him crafting me into a woman built for the stage. It was amazing.

So I did it. I put aside my relentless inner monologue, and I started moving. It was subtle at first, kind of a gentle bobbing, but before long I’d begun to move my feet and arms to the beat.

Anthony’s demeanor barely changed. His expression remained the same for a few bars of the song, and he still didn’t say a word. After a little longer though, he finally broke his silence.

“Loosen your hips.”

I didn’t entirely know what he meant. That feeling must have been made evident by my facial expression, as immediately he smiled, as if remembering a joke.

“Okay, you’re kind of moving from your knees,” Anthony started. “Like, that’s controlling your overall movements. But then your upper body is kind of pivoting around your waist.”

I looked down at my own body, trying to understand what he was telling me.

“You’re ignoring your hips. It’s like you don’t have hips,” he paused for a second. “Wait there.”

I watched as Anthony disappeared towards Finn’s store room. I didn’t stop dancing, I just danced more awkwardly. I didn’t have a clue what he meant about my technique. Although, come to think of it, I wouldn’t have exactly classed my dancing as having any “technique.”

Moments later, Anthony reappeared with a full length mirror. He moved a couple of bar stools and propped it against the counter of the bar, so that I could see myself clearly.

“Knew we had one of those,” he said. “Now watch.”

Once again, I did as I instructed, and saw my reflection as I moved. This time, I felt I could see a little of what Anthony was seeing. My movements were rigid. Sharp, almost. I was kind of bouncing myself with my knees, and then nothing moved again until my torso. He was right, I was ignoring my hips.

“But what do I do with them?” I asked.

“Sway, swing, and swish. You want to make circles with your hips. You want to pop them. You want to move them. That’s the main thing. Just move them.”

It felt foolish trying to argue or interrogate his point. Anthony knew what he was doing, there was no debating that fact. I’d watched him perform both in person and in the countless recordings which he had given me to work through. I knew he was good.

And he was right. I considered his advice and thought back to the videos I had watched to help piece together his show. He was so right. It was his hips. He looked so effortlessly feminine in all of his stage performances and that was what did it. The hips.

I gave it a go. There, in Finn’s bar, dressed in blue jeans, white sneakers, and a white tee, I tried to move like a woman.

It was like dusting off an old artifact. I felt like I should have creaked, the way I had never moved like it before. Of course, I’d spent enough time trying to learn to walk and stand and sit like a woman in the past. Still though, Madison had never danced. In no time though, I was doing it.

Well, to a degree. I wasn’t doing it well, but my hips were moving.

I watched in the mirror, and the image before me began to change. Where once there had been a man, slightly embarrassed, bobbing on the spot to a girly pop-tune, emerging was something else.

My hips swayed. Gently at first, but then with a little more effort and power. They rocked left and right, each side raising and falling, as if a boat on the waves of the song. One side would come up, and then crash down, as the other did the same. As the song built, so did its waves, and so my hips navigated the waters with a new energy. A feminine energy. A sexy energy.

It was a different feeling entirely. When I danced in the past, I danced more or less as a necessity. I had danced because a social engagement demanded it, or because it was the thing you did after you had a few drinks and there was music playing. I didn’t dance for fun.

This, though. This was fun.

For the first time in my life, it felt as if the music wasn’t just there. This time, the music was moving me. My body felt as if it moved so naturally, moving in its feminine way to this feminine music. And that was the feminine energy and the feeling of being sexy. Even being in my boy clothes, standing with Anthony in his male persona, I felt like a woman.

“That’s it!”

I had almost forgotten that Anthony was appraising me. Studying the way I was dancing. Obviously, he had been there the whole time, staring at me silently - that was somewhat hard to ignore - but I was so focused on myself. On the sensation.

“You’re feeling it. Feel free,” Anthony continued. “Put your arms up, you don’t have to keep them by your sides.”

Watching myself in the mirror, I followed his lead. I slowly raised my arms, trying to find where they felt natural. They kept going until they were above my head, my arms outstretched, reaching for something beyond my grasp. They swayed, the currents of the music reaching my hands, my fingertips leaving imaginary trails in the surface water of the song.

This was it. This was what Anthony had meant. This was the feeling. I was barely even considering my movements any more. Instead, it was like I was ignoring something. Specifically, it was like I had overcome some kind of inhibitor within me.

For most of my life, when I was Matt, I had listened to the voice in my head that told me I had to act like a man. That had started to erode when I had gotten closer to Mollie, and now was all but disappearing entirely. It had been the voice which told me to walk with a kind of a swagger, or to grumble through certain words, and - definitely - it was the voice which told me to dance like a man.

Ignoring that voice meant a whole new me was emerging. A me who let the music control me.

“Now you’re getting it, cowgirl!”

A me who danced like a girl.
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I was sure it wasn’t perfect. I knew that for a fact. This was my first time trying to dance like a girl. My first time allowing myself to dance like a girl. To dance in the way which suddenly felt so natural to me.

My movements were flowy and feminine in the way my limbs drifted through the air, but then were so bold and sexy through my hips, creating this amazing collage of womanly energy. The full extent of what I wanted to be as a woman, from tender and beautiful, to confident and sexy. Dancing was all of me, as a woman, embodied in movement.

“Okay, I like what you’re doing,” Anthony told me.

I had entirely stopped caring that he was there. In a nice way, that was. I didn’t feel like he was watching over me, judging my moves and ability any more. I felt free to do what I felt, without worrying. It was almost nice to have him there. His now encouraging words and his genuine enthusiasm for what I was doing was like he was cracking through some kind of shell, allowing me to finally begin to hatch.

“Okay,” Anthony repeated. “We can work with this!”

“Yeah?” I asked, finally slowing my movements and breaking from the dance to face him.

“Yeah, you’ve got girl energy.”

I could feel myself grinning. It was maybe the nicest thing anybody had ever said to me.

“Okay, keep your boots on,” Anthony laughed, likely seeing home much the comment had meant to me. “You’re giving femme. And that works really well. I serve drama and Theroux is also femme, so you’ll fit right in.”

“I, uh-” I felt my grin disappear. “What?”

Anthony rolled his eyes.

“I feel like this is literally your first day being queer,” Anthony started.

“Yeah, like, is Theroux a person? Or a-” I trailed off, not even sure what else to suggest.

“Okay maybe this one is actually on me,” he admitted. “Theroux is the other girl doing the Christmas show with me. She’ll be doing the same moves as you. You’re my dancers.”

“Oh, okay, and she’s a femme queen?”

“Right! You’re getting it,” Anthony said.

“Which means?”

“Which means she’s all about passing. She’s a girly girl and so her whole look is about being pretty and looking pretty on stage. I don’t think it’s going to take any more guesses to figure out that’s who you are as well,” he explained.

I wasn’t entirely sure how to respond to that. He wasn’t wrong - he was probably completely correct, in fact - it was just that Anthony was very direct about his thoughts on me. Being from a town where people talked behind each others’ backs, I wasn’t entirely used to his style.

“So what are you?” I asked.

“Like I said, I’m the drama,” Anthony told me. “I lead. I surprise. I shock. And that’s what I love doing. Since the first time I ever led a show, I knew it was what I wanted to do. My costumes are always more, and my moves and the way I dance are always more.”

“As in, like, exaggerated compared to what I’m doing?”

“God yes,” he said. “You’re dancing like you’re trying to get a guy at a bar to buy you drinks. I dance like I want a guy to buy me the bar.”

I laughed. I liked his confidence. His description of my dance did something strange to me, though. I had never truly put any thought into how a guy might feel about me. When I was Madison and I looked in the mirror and felt sexy, I felt sexy for me. I had never thought about a man seeing me and also thinking I looked sexy.

Maybe that was strange, maybe it wasn’t. Deep down, I had always thought of myself as straight. I knew that dressing as a woman wasn’t exactly straight, but I had still always thought that I was attracted to women.

That was what made relationships so tricky. That was why I had never had one. If I was attracted to women, I didn’t feel like they’d be attracted to me back. Women wanted men to be men, and that wasn’t exactly me. I knew that I would never be able to stop being Madison, so being in a relationship would mean either hiding or stopping that side of me, and I knew I couldn’t do either of those things. I was honestly happy being alone, as it meant that I never had to sacrifice this giant part of my whole identity.

And because of being attracted to women, I never even really considered whether or not men would be attracted to me. I had been so hung up on the thought that women wouldn’t be attracted to me that I never even wondered whether men would be, even if that came as part of being a woman.

Not that I wanted men to be attracted to me. Or so I thought. That was why Anthony’s comment stirred such a strange emotion within me. I wasn’t attracted to men. I didn’t want to be with a man, I knew that much. But the idea of a man seeing me as Madison, and thinking that I was hot? I wasn’t sure.

I kind of liked it.

“But that works,” Anthony picked up the conversation again. “If I have my two femmes with me, keeping the horny guys in the crowd amused, then I can do my thing and we all complement each other.”

“Okay,” I agreed, not sure what else to do or say. “So what do you need me to do?”

“A lot of what you were already doing. Looking sexy and a little slutty.”

My eyebrows raised for a fraction of a second. That must have been the first time in my life that I was ever referred to as slutty. For some reason, the fact that it was Anthony that said it somehow made it feel like a compliment. And like with the last thing he said, I sort of liked it.

“We’ve got a few days and that’s enough,” Anthony continued. “What I need from you is half-routine and half-improv. There’s bigger bits where I need you following along with me, and then sometimes you just need to look cute.”

“Okay, so what’s the routine?” I asked.

“Eager, I like that.”

I smiled. I had expected him to continue but he hadn’t straight away. Instead, he walked back to the laptop and clicked a few times.

“This is gonna take a couple tries. First time to get used to the moves, then the second time you’ll want to do it in heels. Trust me, you don’t want to try this in heels the first time,” Anthony told me.

“Experience?” I asked.

“Not mine,” he rebutted. “I would never.”

I didn’t entirely know what he meant but I didn’t want to probe. Sometimes the way Anthony spoke felt like a complete mystery to me, though I didn’t entirely dislike it. It was kind of fun being exposed to whatever world he was from.

With the end of his words, a repeating tone started. The bar speakers pulsed with this slow, ceaseless ticking, every fourth beat sounding slightly different from the previous three. I cocked my head, getting used to the new noise.

“This is the click-track we’re going to use. We’ll start it slow but then we’ll speed it up when you’re ready,” Anthony told me.

“Okay,” was my simple answer.

Everything Anthony was saying to me was entirely new, yet my natural response to how he said it was to act like I innately knew what he was talking about. As if I didn’t have to second guess what everything meant.

I felt like it was generally easy enough to read between the lines to understand him when I didn’t already. If it turned out I really didn’t understand, then I was sure that it would all start to make sense when we actually started doing.

“Okay,” Anthony echoed. “I’m going to show you your routine, and I’ll talk you through it as I go.”

With no further warning, Anthony started. As soon as that fourth, slightly different sounding click had sounded, he was off. His hips were swaying much like mine, and his arm was raising and falling in time with the beat.

It was hard to explain, but there was something immediately different about the way he danced, and the way I was dancing. When I danced, I felt as if the music had flowed through me, moving me. With Anthony’s movements, it looked like he was the one in control. As if he were conducting, his body serving as the metronome to which the beat followed.

At that moment, I felt like I understood what he meant by Miss Anthropic’s dramatic style, and my more femme approach. He was the centre of attention. The conduit to things around him. I was like a woman who wanted to be seen and appreciated for her beauty. That, really, was all I ever wanted to feel as Madison. It felt so much as if something in my understanding clicked.

Anthony’s movement suddenly altered, as if a switch had been flipped. Nobody would have necessarily seen Anthony as manly, if they were to see him in his day-to-day life, but suddenly it was as if his whole body had been possessed by the spirit of a pop-starlet.

“Hips, hips,” he spoke as he dramatically swished them up and down.

“Step, step”, the announcement accompanied a stride forward.

“Turn, hands,” his hand slapped against her knees. “And body roll.”

I watched as he squatted his body and he exaggeratedly pushed his butt out as he returned to upright.

Move after move happened in front of me, which Anthony gave various names and descriptions. Some were subtle feminine flicks, some were extravagant diva-esque flourishes, straight out of the most effeminate pop music video.

I was gripped. Even with Anthony in his jeans and vest, I could see the woman in him. I could see Miss Anthropic, and the femininity which she possessed. And I wanted that. Not since I learned about tucking or feminizing my voice had I wanted something so much. To harness and control that much feminine energy, even without presenting as a woman - it looked incredible.

“You ready to follow along?” Anthony asked, breaking me from my transfixed stare.

“Uh-huh,” I mumbled.

“What’s up?” Anthony asked. “You nervous?”

I laughed.

“No. I think just excited,” I admitted.

“That’s my Cowgirl!” he enthused. “Okay, stand facing me. I’ll mirror my moves and you follow me. Just stick to the beat and, if we go off-beat, we’ll pick it up on the next bar.”

“Okay,” I agreed, not entirely sure if I understood what I was agreeing to.

Anthony half-jogged to the laptop, his run seeming more effeminate for the time he’d spent dancing. He clicked a few more times and the click-track slowed down to a much more gentle pace. A pace I hoped I’d be able to stick to.

“Then let’s go.”

He returned to stand in front of me, a few feet away, and looked me in the eyes.

“We’ll do each move a few times, then we’ll try doing each move into the next. Okay?”

“Okay,” I agreed.

“Hips, hips,” he said, as he started swaying his hips as before, but more slowly.

I waited a few moments to feel as if I understood the speed of the clicking in the background, then I tried as best I could to mirror Anthony’s actions.

“Say it as you do it,” he said.

“Huh?”

“Hips, hips,” he repeated.

“Oh,” I paused for a second, waiting for the click track to loop. “Hips, hips.”

“That’s it. It’ll help you remember,” he told me.

“Okay, now make sure you’re really rolling your hips,” he told me. “You were doing it earlier without me even telling you. Do it like you were in the mirror.”

I tried to think about my actions when Anthony had told me to just dance. It was weird, but that felt so much like it had been driven by my subconscious. I hadn’t really thought about how I was moving, I was just trying to feel it.

“A little looser,” Anthony instructed. “You get me?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’m not sure how I was doing it earlier. I was just doing it.”

I rolled my hips, but could feel exactly what Anthony was talking about. I watched him gyrating, the feminine power which exuded from him as he did so.

“Then just do it,” he told me.

“That’s not very helpful,” I laughed. “That’s like telling someone to just be themselves.”

“Yeah, because they’re both good advice. Just forget what you’re trying to do, and do it how you did earlier.”

I was about to furrow my brow and argue the point, but I all of a sudden realized where I was. I was receiving a private dance lesson from a very skilled drag queen. If ever there was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity which my childhood self would have killed for, this was it.

So I tried. I did what I did earlier, and I felt the beat. I felt the feminine energy within me, and I tried to channel it to my hips.

I knew it was there. There was such a huge well of womanly power within me. I used to think it remained trapped within me, until I was really Madison. Like, when I was finally fully made-up, and I had my wig on. That was when I felt I could finally access that female potential.

But seeing myself in the mirror, as Matt, but moving like a woman - that showed me something. Maybe I could tap into that feminine strength at any time. Whenever I needed it or wanted it. Whenever I wanted to feel like the person I wanted to be.

It was as I was having these thoughts that Anthony spoke again.

“That’s it!” His voice was upbeat, more lively. “That’s my Cowgirl! Hips, hips.”

“H-hips, hips!” I yelped back, almost surprised.

I hadn’t realized I was doing it, but I’d found it. I’d found the woman inside of me.

“A little while longer,” Anthony kept dancing. “Now, step, step. Back, back.”

Anthony was doing the steps forward, then returning to his previous position, and repeating his steps.

“Step, step,” I spoke as I moved, the same way he had. “Back, back.”

“Okay, less step, more strut,” he immediately said. “Strut, strut.”

“Strut, strut.”

“Okay, don’t just say strut, give me strut,” he commanded.

“Strut, strut,” I echoed.

This time, I imagined myself as Madison. I imagined myself in my favorite high heels, my long hair bouncing with each step. I pictured my short black dress showing off my legs as I all but stamped my foot with the movements.

“That’s it!” Anthony said once again.

“Back, back, strut, strut.”

We repeated the move a few more times, until Anthony was convinced.

“Now turn. On that fourth beat. Turn.”

I watched the way he did it. A pivot on one foot, his hip rolling a little as he spun on the spot.

“Sturt, strut, turn,” I spoke as I moved.

“Oh my god she’s got it!” Anthony enthused. “Okay, a couple more times. Really roll your hip as you do it.”

I was grinning ear-to-ear. This was the most fun I had had - well, maybe ever. The movements were so fun and freeing. So feminine. I loved it.

“Okay, this next one is the big one. Hands, drop,” he said the words and then held in a squat.

“Hands, drop,” I said back.

“Okay, that’s the easy part. Now, roll.”

With that, he did the move where he stuck his butt out and stood back up.

“Roll,” I spoke, trying to mirror his move.

“Okay, close, but roll,” he said, repeating the move for me.

“Roll,” I emphasized.

“Okay, you know how you were feeling yourself? Getting a little slutty earlier?” he asked. “This is where I need you to give me slut. This one is for the boys.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. I wasn’t sure if it was funny or if I was just having fun. Either way, I was feeling it. When else would I ever get told to be slutty?

With that, I stuck my butt out, my back arching, making me feel like my butt was pulling me upwards, rather than it moving with me.

“There she is!” Anthony clapped his hands together as he said it.

“Seriously?”

There was disbelief in my voice as I said it. I wasn’t convinced I’d managed it. It had felt good, but I wasn’t sure it had really looked female.

“No, you’ve so got it. Look, let me get the mirror, then we’ll do it again.”

Anthony brought the mirror over and held it for me.

“Do it all the way. Hips, hips,” he started.

I took over at once.

“Hips, hips. Step, step.”

I watched myself in the mirror. He was right. I was moving like a woman.
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That was by no means the end of my training. It was barely even the start. Those were the first few moves of one routine as part of an entire show. The show was going to last around an hour, with a few routines, some games, and a few other distractions which Anthony had dreamed up.

Still, this felt huge. Those first few moves were the key which unlocked the whole rest of the show. If I could do those, I knew that I was able to do anything.

That proved to be mostly true. We went through each of the routines over the few hours that I was with Anthony. The thing that I really could not do was keep up with him. His energy was unbelievable. By the third hour, I was ready to go to bed, regardless of the time.

Still, we persevered. We went through each routine which I would be a part of, which turned out to be four fully rehearsed numbers. I was also occasionally meant to - as Anthony put it - “just vibe,” during a couple of his performances. This meant I didn’t have any planned steps and that I would simply dance. I would do whatever naturally to me on the edge of the stage, while Miss Anthropic did her thing.

After a few hours of rehearsal, I was worried that even an hour of real performance would be a hell of a challenge. Still though, my overriding emotion was excitement. My brain still throbbed with nerves for the idea of presenting as a woman in front of a bar crowd, but my heart equally swelled with excitement for what this could mean for me. What it could mean for Madison.

So I practiced and practiced and I practiced more, until I was on the verge of collapse, and Anthony finally told me that he had somewhere else to be. It was a pure mercy that he had other plans. I couldn’t have danced for a moment longer, although I didn’t have the heart to tell Anthony that.

Since I had started finding my rhythm, and since I was feeling more comfortable dancing with Anthony, he had seemed so excited for me. He seemed almost proud. I wasn’t sure if I was reading too much into it, but it felt like something in him changed as he saw me go from dancing like some rigid frat-boy, to flowing and gyrating like a pop-princess.

Hell, it wasn’t just him. I was proud. I never knew that I had that ability. I never believed that I’d have been able to do almost any of the things which I had done on our makeshift dance floor in Finn’s.

“Same time tomorrow, yeah?” Anthony asked me, as I locked the door behind us.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

We hadn’t already discussed this at all. Anthony had simply made the decision and I knew I was in no position to argue it. I neither could, due to how this was simply Anthony’s show, and I no longer wanted to, as I had awoken something within me.

The dancing was something brand new. It was a feeling and an experience and a source of feminine power like no other. The way I had felt, dancing the way Anthony had taught me, was usually a feeling I could only access when I was fully ready as Madison. Those few moves he taught me made me feel every bit as feminine as I did when I was her. Full makeup, a wig, high heels, a tight dress - all of those were almost overshadowed by a body roll and, as Anthony had called it, a slut drop.

The experience was incredible. So much so that, when I got home, I immediately got back to rehearsing. Or, at least, I tried. I cleared as much space as was possible in my tiny studio apartment, made myself a dance floor, and began the routine again.

Hips, hips, step, step- pause, pause. Sit down, breathe.

That turned out to be the new routine. I had nothing left. I was so exhausted from Anthony’s crash course that I couldn’t even bring myself to do the first routine. I didn’t want to admit it, but I ached.

It was still early. I wasn’t working a shift that evening, and I was suddenly hugely grateful for that fact, as I had no idea how I ever would have made it to the end. But it meant that I now had a whole evening to myself with no plans.

That usually meant one thing - I guessed that it still meant one thing; being Madison. For the first time in my life though, I felt as if I didn’t even have the energy to do that.

I knew that wasn’t really true, though. I knew that I would never not be in the right frame of mind or mood to spend an evening as Madison. I still had a good few hours before I was going to go to bed, it was only the late afternoon, and that was more than enough time for just a quick transformation.

Afternoons like that were something I had started to get good at - those quick ones. If I had a full day as Madison, I’d spend some time experimenting with makeup, maybe trying out some new combinations of clothes to freshen up my wardrobe. Times when I only had a few hours as her however, those were honed into a fine art.

Boy clothes were off and put away. Tucking only took a few moments. Wrapping the corset around myself, putting my underwear on, and stuffing my bra were all second nature. A quick check in the mirror, to make sure everything looked right, and I was ready for makeup.

My makeup routine, as elaborate as it could be, was still something I could do in around twenty minutes, if I really put my mind to it. I washed my face, patted it dry, applied some makeup primer, and sat at my vanity table.

There, the foundation was pressed into my face in no time. I had drawn lines of highlighter around my eyes, and I’d run the strobe light of that bright makeup down the center of my face. I blended that in with the dark contour stick which made my cheeks, jaw, and forehead so defined.

Eye makeup could take me an age. But that was only on a day when I had an age to do my eye makeup. With only a few hours available to be Madison, I had to make some snap decisions. That meant a light shade all over my eyelids - a shimmery, silvery off-white - with a darker, almost brown shade buffed from the center of my eyelids towards the edge.

The tense part was the eyeliner. This was often what decided whether my eye makeup would take a few moments or would take far longer. As well-practiced as I was, I still occasionally made mistakes with my eyes. I decided today that I only wanted to do a dark line over the top lids, and would attempt just a narrow wing.

Right eye; success. Left eye; less so. For some reason, I always found it so much harder to see what I was doing when I drew on my left eyelid. I always swore that I had my eyes open equal amounts when I did each eye, but the action of actually painting the eyes felt so different.

The black liquid slowly dragged across my eyelid. The line was immediately thicker than the right eye. There was no coming back from that. You could always make eyeliner thicker but it was hard as hell to make it thinner, no matter how much you prodded with a clean finger, or dabbed with tissue. On a longer day, I’d have taken the time to wipe the makeup off fully and reapply it. This was not one of those days.

Instead, I finished the eyeliner as best I could, and decided that I’d simply hide the problem. I knew that, after some mascara, if I used a thicker pair of false eyelashes, the eyeliner mistake would barely even be visible. I honestly impressed myself with my own beauty hacks, sometimes.

So I carried on. Eyeliner complete, I dragged the mascara wand through my lashes, applied some glue to my boldest pair of false eyelashes, and waited a moment for the glue to get tacky.

Pressing them into place, the mistakes I had made were erased almost immediately. This was a pair of lashes which I hadn’t worn much recently. They were so big and thick and dramatic and, with my recent drive to try and look more natural so that I could go outside, they’d been hugely overlooked.

I almost wondered why I had retired them, however. They looked incredible. My eyes looked so much bigger and brighter with them on. They didn’t look realistic, by any means, but did makeup have to look realistic? And the feeling. Each blink suddenly weighed something. It was impossible not to know I was wearing false lashes with every move of my eye. I could see them wherever I looked.

I was getting distracted. I was falling in love with my most extreme eyelashes. I still had things to do. I unscrewed the cap of my blusher, twirled the brush through it, and then dashed it onto my cheeks, the tip of my nose, and a little onto my cupid’s bow.

Finally, I was already at my favorite step. I looked through my collection and pulled out one of my favorite matte red lipsticks. I drew just outside the lines of my actual lips, and suddenly they were replaced with the bold, pouty lips of a woman. I was done.

Rushing my makeup was a mixed blessing. On the one hand, it meant more time as Madison, though I did always enjoy doing my makeup. I had to decide which one I wanted more - more time playing with makeup, or more time feeling properly like Madison.

Wanting to feel like Madison often won, as it did that afternoon. Playing with makeup was fun, but being a girl was better. I went to my closet and rooted through the depths of it, looking for something to match my mood.

My mood as Madison was often upbeat, but no more so than that day, after my dance class with Anthony. That afternoon, my mood was sparkling.

Right there, in the often-forgotten bundle of clothes folded and piled at the back was just the dress for the occasion. I pulled it from its pile and looked at it with a smile, as if seeing an old friend for the first time in a long time.

And what a beautiful friend she was. This dress was a tight black bodycon, thigh length with long sleeves and a scoop neck, but it was shimmery. Within the fabric were countless sequins stitched into the material, creating the effect of hundreds of stars, or of miniature camera flashes all popping as I turned or moved.

The dress was definitely an occasion dress. Equally, this was definitely an occasion. My first dance lesson. My first step to a more public and real Madison. My first step out of the hidden life in my apartment, and hopefully a step out of the shadow of what happened the last time I went outside.

I slipped the dress over my head, trying with almost comedic effort not to have the material rub my makeup at all. I got it past my face, then pulled down at the hem and the sleeves, feeling the material hug my body, following the curve of my waist and hips.

The final choice; shoes. The dress was so eye-catching that the right pair of shoes was an interesting decision. With something so extreme, the shoes maybe needed to be less, to balance the outfit.

In my whole time as Madison, I had only ever gotten rid of a handful of clothes. I had heard of people like me who had ‘purged’ their clothes, often in the hopes that they would stop wanting to wear them, if they didn’t own them. I had never done this.

Even at the times that I was most confused about Madison and who she was in my life, I had never purged my clothes. Even when I first truly understood how Madison could never exist in my hometown, I never wanted Madison to cease to exist. To me, this was a sign that things were wrong with my town, not with Madison or with me.

Moving to an actual city was proof of this. There, I understood that there was nothing wrong with me. People like me were everywhere. They existed and they were beautiful and they deserved happiness.

Besides, Madison was never going to be a part of me that I could just switch off. She couldn’t be tossed in the trash with so many dresses and pairs of high heels. Even if Madison didn’t have clothes and makeup, she’d still exist within me. My dance class with Anthony was absolute proof of that.

When I was dancing, even though I was dressed in my guy clothes - well, barring my painted nails and pierced ears - I still felt feminine. And it was more than a feeling. It was as if this feminine life within me was allowed to surface. As if living as Matt was simply me suppressing Madison’s existence. She was always there, though. She was me. Matt and Madison were always the same person, the only difference was whether I let her shine or not.

I always wondered what had happened to other people like me when they purged their girl clothes. I wondered whether any of them actually did permanently stop dressing as a woman afterwards. To me, if anything, that was so much more sad than the idea of them buying new clothes again. Their female side would have been gone forever, despite the beauty and importance of that part of themselves. They would have forever extinguished the beautiful shine of their feminine energy.

For me, I never wanted that shine to go out. That probably explained the sequin dress. Again, it also explained why I had some clothes that I hadn’t worn in forever. That included some heeled sandals, which never saw the light of day.

They were simple but they were pretty. A nude color, with a block heel and a thin strap to close around the ankle and over the toes. I had owned them for years but I rarely wore them. I wondered why for a moment, and figured it was probably because I owned them much before I was able to shave my legs whenever I wanted.

In my mind, strappy sandals like those needed to be worn with a dress, or the exact right jeans. They could never be worn with a pair of tights or leggings. Unfortunately for those shoes, when I bought them, I didn’t have the right jeans, and I had much more leg hair than I wanted to pair them with.

Now though, living alone and not having any reason that I would suddenly be forced into wearing shorts, I could shave my legs whenever I wanted. Conveniently for me, my legs were hairless at that very moment. Conveniently for me, I had the perfect pair of sandals for that occasion.

I slipped my toes under the thin strap and buckled the clasp around my ankle. I did the same with the other foot, and moved back to the vanity table. I picked up my wig, set it in place over my head, and went to my full-length mirror.

Madison was beautiful. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I was struck by the beauty I was seeing. I wasn’t sure I had done anything different - hell, I had sort of rushed my makeup, and my outfit was from the forgotten section of my closet - but I at least felt different.

After those hours with Anthony, and this understanding that Madison was always within me, regardless of whether she had clothes or not, it was as if I was seeing her in a new light for the first time. It was like I could see her. Not just me dressed as a woman, not her as an alter-ego of myself. I finally understood. I was Madison. It was that simple. She was the woman I wanted to be.

I wanted to be a woman.
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I didn’t entirely know what I was meant to do with that information. I wanted to be a woman. I guessed I had always known that. Always thought it to be true. Surely I wouldn't have spent hours practicing makeup and learning to walk in high heels, if I didn't want to be a woman.

Still, the clarity that the thought struck me with felt different. The thought had implanted itself in my brain like some kind of beam of blinding light. It was so focused and so understood and so vital. I wanted to be a woman.

Maybe I always knew that. Maybe I was always trying to be a woman, working towards that goal. But now I realized how important that was.

I didn’t need to be Matt. Matt solely existed as a function to keep me safe. Being Matt meant not having to face the outside world as my true self, exposed and open to the things that could happen if I were to be a woman. But being Matt didn’t make me happy. Only being Madison could do that.

I didn’t know what to do. I felt a little light-headed, in the face of this new understanding. I went over to my cell phone and texted Mollie.

Hey, are you at work yet?




A moment later, she got back to me.

Nope. Not leaving for a bit




what’s up?




Nothing, all good! Just wanted to talk for a moment




I waited a few seconds to give her a chance to read my message and then I called her. She picked up immediately.

“Heya Madison!” Mollie’s voice chirped down the line.

“Heya,” I half laughed back, as I pushed my voice into its female range.

“How was your day with Anthony?”

“Actually amazing,” I answered. “He’s a really good teacher. I felt so good as well. Like, I felt like a whole different person.”

“Different how?” she asked.

“I felt like a girl, even though I wasn’t Madison,” I started. “I don’t know, it’s kind of hard to explain.”

“That’s great!” I could hear the smile in her voice.

“It was!” I paused for a moment, wondering where I even wanted to take the conversation. “How’s things with you? Are you okay?”

“Yeah, totally okay,” she answered. “Though what did you want to talk about? You’ve got me kind of on edge.”

“Sorry,” I offered. “It’s just, I was thinking and-”

I paused for a moment. Mollie didn’t speak. I cleared my throat and searched for the words.

“I think I’m trans.”

There was another pause. I didn’t know if Mollie was expecting me to elaborate. To say more and to try and explain how I came to that conclusion. I tried to think of what else to say, but then Mollie finally spoke.

“And…”

“And what?” I shot back.

I had no idea what more she wanted me to add. This already felt like a huge admission from me.

“You’re trans, and is there another part to that?” Mollie asked.

“What do you mean?” I asked back.

Suddenly, Mollie’s voice sounded different. Somehow panicked and flustered.

“Oh god, I’m so sorry. Sorry, I legit thought you just cut out or something for a moment.”

“What do you mean?” I repeated.

“Sorry, I’m with you now. God, sorry, yes, you are trans. Madison, you are so trans. Sorry, I didn’t realize you’d just never actually said that to me before. I thought you must have already told me that was how you felt,” she began to explain.

“I hadn’t,” I replied, not entirely sure how to react. “What do you mean, you already thought I was trans?”

“Madison you’re literally the most trans person alive,” Mollie replied, clearly still never one to avoid an awkward topic. “Everything about you screams trans. Sorry, I feel I ruined your moment there. I think I must have just decided in my head already that you’d told me you were trans.”

“Oh, I- I kind of thought- ” I wasn’t entirely sure how to continue the conversation. “You knew?”

“Yeah. Like, when we were talking with Anthony, I kind of thought we’d all agreed that you thought you were trans,” she continued.

“Huh,” I paused for a moment. “I wasn’t sure if I came to that conclusion myself.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Mollie offered.

“No, don’t be. I guess… I guess it just feels like a big label to give myself. Madison used to just be this part of me. I never knew how to describe what that meant.”

“Well, how does it feel? To try giving it that label?” Mollie asked.

I thought for a second about the answer. Imagining using the word ‘trans’ to describe myself. Trying it on like a new dress.

That, in my mind, should have probably given me all of the understanding I needed - that the first comparison I came to was a dress. But still, trans felt like a big jump. Being a crossdresser or drag queen felt easier to accept. To me, the word ‘trans’ felt permanent. Crossdressing was something you could maybe do as a hobby. A drag queen could be a job, even. Being trans was a whole lifetime.

Not that it meant being a crossdresser or a drag queen were any easier. I had thought that maybe I could have been either of those things, though I’d never had the confidence to commit to either of those labels any easier. The acceptance of any kind of label felt almost impossible.

But trans did feel like it might have been right. I could barely justify it. I had given myself a million reasons why other labels had felt wrong, but I couldn’t do that with the idea of being trans.

“It feels right,” I finally answered.

There was a moment of silence between us before Mollie spoke again.

“I’m so proud of you, Madison.”

A quiet, soft chuckle came down the line.

“What’s funny?” I asked, puzzled.

“Nothing,” Mollie explained softly. “I’m just happy.”

“I- I’m happy too,” I admitted.

We carried on talking for as much longer as we could before Mollie had to leave for her shift. After we said our goodbyes, I was left alone in my apartment. Left to think on what I had said to Mollie. Left to think about how genuinely happy she was to hear me say the words that I was trans.

Thinking about it, I was happy to have said the words as well. Not that it was the only emotion. It was scary and it was big and it felt like I’d now opened something which could never be closed. I had decided something which would forever change who I was as a person, and where my life would be directed.

The world was not an easy place to be a trans person. The world was mean and scary, from people on the street to those who made political decisions. It felt as if there were countless people out there who wanted to make it near-impossible to be trans. But the hate that they had within them couldn’t extinguish who I was.

It wasn’t as if I had just decided that I was trans. Sure, I had come to terms with the idea of it as a label - the idea that maybe it described who I was - but it wasn’t like I had seen the term and decided to try out the lifestyle. I’d have been trans regardless of whether the label existed or not. It was just that I finally came to terms with the fact that it did describe me.

So all of those things made it scary. The fact that I felt like it defined me. The knowledge that there were people out there who wouldn’t like me for adopting this new label. The understanding that parts of my life could be made a lot harder by this. And yet, despite all that, it felt as if some great weight had been lifted from me.

I was trans.

That felt liberating to say. It meant I knew myself. It meant that there were people out there just like me, who had shared my experience, and that even there were people out there soon to discover this about themselves. It meant that I wasn’t alone. Even if I hadn’t decided to do Anthony’s show - even if I kept Madison hidden for the rest of my life - I still wouldn’t have been alone, just because I knew there were people out there like me. There were trans people, and I was one of them.

I found myself once again in front of the mirror, taking in my look. My strappy sandals and my sparkly dress. My long hair and my hurried but still very pretty makeup. My smile. The warmth that it showed. The love which I radiated. Love for me. Love for people like me and for people who accepted and cared about people like me.

Somehow, it was like seeing myself again for the first time. It was as if I had never really appreciated how these emotions within me could show on the outside. As I grinned at myself in the mirror, my day with Anthony came back to my mind. Full of joy and love and excitement, I said the words aloud.

“Hips, hips.”

My body swayed, the feminine movements enhanced by the high heels I was now wearing.

“Step, step.”

I watched myself move forwards. My heel slamming into the ground with the confidence of a catwalk model.

“Turn.”

Looking over my own shoulder, I could see the happiness on my face. The moves were so fun. So feminine and freeing.

“Hands.”

I slapped my own thighs, my butt being accentuated in the mirror.

“Drop.”

Or the slut drop, as I now couldn’t help but call it in my head.

“Roll. Ro-”

That was apparently where the routine was ending. My thighs were killing me. Getting down had been the easy part. Getting back up was apparently an impossibility. Where it had started to become hard, dancing at Finn’s, it had now become a non-starter, in my own apartment. I figured a combination of the tiredness and of now trying the moves in heels had been a killer combo.

Madison could dance no more.

Well, no more that day, at least. Because that day had only been the beginning. Every day after, between then and Christmas, I was meeting with Anthony. It didn’t matter if I had worked the night before. It didn’t matter if he had worked the night before, performing elsewhere. Whatever the scenario, we were finding time and, somehow, energy to practice together.

Every day or so, we’d reach a new milestone. Day two, I was already able to do the whole routine without needing to pause or repeat steps. Day three, I was able to dance mostly in time with the music. Day four, though… Day four was the real milestone.

[image: ]


“Reckon these will fit?”

Anthony had called out to me from the store in the bar. It was once again just him and me. Mollie had offered to come along to any of mine and Anthony’s practice sessions, if I wanted the moral support, but I had felt a little too self conscious for that. I was in no way a born dancer, so having Mollie see my early days of practice would probably have made me even more self conscious of that fact.

“Reckon what?” I called back?

I should have guessed what Anthony was talking about. This had been the object of my desire long before Anthony knew about Madison. Before Mollie did, even. I just never really saw the actual possibility of them being mine.

Anthony rounded the corner, holding a box. I immediately knew what was in it. I had seen that box before and I had seen inside it. I had wished it was mine.

“These,” was all Anthony added.

“Oh, those,” I paused for a moment. “I’ll have to see.”

I wouldn’t really have to see. I knew that all three of the boots I ordered were in a very similar size to my own. I was almost certain as well that the one pair of boots now leftover were exactly my size, or a half-size up at most.

“Your first steed, cowgirl,” Anthony said as we walked to each other and he handed them to me.

I just laughed. It felt like a strangely important moment - a drag queen handing me my first pair of high heels. Well, not my first pair - far from it - but at least the first pair from a drag queen.

I placed the box down on the floor and crouched with it. I opened the lid and parted the tissue paper, revealing the boots within. Those were the visions of beauty which I had once held in my hands before. That I had almost bought a pair of for myself anyway. Those boots which were meant to have a four inch heel but looked higher.

The idea of what it meant to dance in those suddenly hit me. Walking was one thing but dancing was a whole different ball game. Walking, I could do. One foot in front of the other, heel landing in the same way each time, toes following after. Walking in high heels was something I could do like a pro. I honestly thought I was probably better at it than a lot of actual girls my age.

I paused on that thought - actual girls. I thought about what that term could even mean. Where I fit in with that label. How-

“They fit?”

Anthony had seemingly pulled me back from the edge of more introspection. I figured that this was maybe a blessing. I had thought and thought and thought about who I was over the past few days. About if I was actually trans. If I could call myself a woman. If I was still a man. Anthony being with me was a welcome distraction, in a way.

“Yeah, should do!” I told him.

“Then put them on!”

As he said it, he started walking towards the store room. I took off my sneakers and socks and began to slide my left foot into the boot. I saw Anthony take a last glance at me from the doorway before he went it.

“Oh honey, are you not wearing socks?” he asked me.

“Oh, uh-” I looked up at him. “I wouldn’t usually. Why?”

“Blisters,” he said conclusively.

Not feeling the need to question his wisdom, I pulled my socks back on, shifted my body around on the floor, and got back to putting the boots on.

The boots were actually a half-size too large. Suddenly though, with my socks on, that felt like a blessing. The slight bit of extra room felt perfect, once the narrow point of the end had forced my toes into its shape. The cup of the heel sealed the boot around my foot, and then the zipper sealed the boot around my leg as well.

Rather, it sealed the boot around my jeans. I hadn’t put too much thought into the possibility of wearing the boots during my session with Anthony. These boots were thigh high, a good few inches above the knee, meaning that there was no chance in hell that my jeans would go over them. No bootcut wide enough existed for that.

So it was a strange look, an otherwise male looking person - excusing my still mostly fresh-looking manicure and gold earrings - in a t-shirt and jeans. Just with those jeans tucked into some serious looking high heels.

Pointed toes, narrow heel, thigh high, shiny black leather. They were built to be seen.

And that was just what they were going to do.
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At least, that was how I felt in my mind as I sat on the ground, readying myself to get up and dance. The reality turned out to be a little different.

Those boots, finally on my feet, felt monstrously high. I had worn a lot of different women’s shoes in my time, ranging from cute, flat pumps to teetering platforms, and anything in between.

I had tried every style. I had tried every trend. Sling backs, strappy sandals, ankle boots with laces, kitten heels with five different straps - I felt like nothing could be new to me any more.

These weren’t even my first boots. Previous pairs had never gone much higher than my ankles, but I still had no idea why these felt so different. Sure, they felt high and, sure, the heel was narrow, but I was used to those things. I was used to any pair of high heels, I thought.

So maybe it was the meaning which they held. To be given them by Miss Anthropic. To know that they would be the high heels which I used to step out and face the world. Those were maybe the things which made them feel so different.

I shifted around to my knees and planted my hands firmly on the ground. I raised my left knee and placed the heel on the ground as best I could.

“Need a hand, cowgirl?”

“I got this,” I responded, pushing up through my fingertips.

A moment later I was upright. I stuck my right foot down beneath me and I was tottering on my new heels. Only a momentary totter though, just a quick step to the right as I found my bearings.

“Looking good,” Anthony told me.

He had changed into his boots in the store room. He walked back effortlessly, as if he had been born in those heels and was simply returning to his natural form.

“You too,” I told him. “Have you tried these on already?”

“Only to see if they actually fit. Why?”

It was a funny scenario, just two guys discussing their new high heels.

“I don’t know, I guess I was just wondering if they were actually going to be comfortable.”

“Oh honey,” Anthony laughed. “Comfortable doesn’t come into what we do.”

I laughed back, then Anthony shot me a look.

“When you bought these, were you thinking about what Madison would want to wear?” he asked.

I felt my face get slightly hotter. I hoped I hadn’t gone red, but Anthony’s response made me think that I maybe had.

“Oh my god you so did!” he added, with a pause. “Well, the girl’s got taste.”

Immediately, I felt the flush in my face disappear. Instead, what replaced it was a feeling of relief and of amusement. There was definitely a sense of pride in there as well. A drag queen as notable as Miss Anthropic telling me that I had taste was a hell of a compliment.

“Did you order a pair of these for yourself anyway?” Anthony continued to probe.

“No,” I told him truthfully. “I did come close, though.”

“Well, isn’t this your lucky day?” he asked. “Let’s give them a spin.”

Just like that, he strutted back to the laptop which had been the conductor of all of our sessions. The now-familiar beat of one of the poppy Christmas songs came on over the speakers, and Anthony returned to what would be his stage position; in front of me and to the left.

“Ready?” he asked, with a few more seconds before the song kicked in, which would be the cue for us to start.

“Ready,” I confirmed.

“Step careful,” he advised. “You’ve been doing great but don’t get too big for your boots.”

I laughed.

“I mean it. You could roll an ankle in these things and I do not have time to train another girl.”

That comment also felt kind of funny, but I didn’t dare laugh this time. Not least as the beat had kicked in.

This wasn’t the first day’s ”hips-hips, step-step” routine, this was one of the other series of moves that I’d learned over the past few days. Still, even in just that short space of time, the dance had become ingrained in my mind.

That was no surprise. I had practiced these dances every day, and even when I wasn’t actively practicing the dances, I couldn’t help but replay them in my mind. I would go to sleep imagining myself moving, flowing through the steps which Anthony had taught me. Picturing what it would be like to do this in front of a crowd.

Fantasizing about it, even.

I no longer had to repeat the words of the steps in my mind. Where before I was either narrating aloud, or later in an internal monologue, I could now just know the steps. It felt as if it was memory no longer even stored in my mind, but was instead stored in my body. I could almost go on autopilot, and feel my body move for me. It was like I was there for the ride while my body danced. It was a magical feeling.

Until the backwards steps.

Strangely, walking backwards wasn’t something I’d made much of an effort to do as Madison. I could walk forwards with the best of them. Backwards was a new challenge, apparently.

I had to move a little more slowly and cautiously through the routine. Where before I was getting closer to being able to throw my body into the more elaborate moves, I now had to actually consider where my feet were going. Having to land quick, short steps in those towering heels, or having to stride from one side of the stage to the other all of a sudden felt like so much more work. Which, realistically, it was. I hadn’t needed to worry about breaking a leg when I was doing those dances in sneakers.

“How did that feel?” Anthony asked, as the first song finished.

I had to catch my breath before I replied. That was new. The first couple of days were hard, but by day three I felt like I was at least not panting like a dog after each routine we had practiced.

“Weirdly hard,” I admitted. “Not, like, impossible though.”

“Yeah your calves are gonna burn like a bitch,” a wicked grin appeared on Anthony’s face as he said it. “That’s drag tax. The price you’ve got to pay to look this good.”

“I’m fine walking though,” I told him.

“Walking and dancing are definitely not the same. You’re going to find whole new muscles you never knew could hurt.”

It was strange talking so openly with Anthony about all of this stuff. Having kept Madison a secret for so long, openly having a conversation with another man about high heels was something I had never anticipated in my life. Yet, with Anthony being so casual and normal about it, I barely even stopped to think that it was weird. Maybe it wasn’t weird.

“You got another go in you?” Anthony asked me.

“Yeah.”

“Okay, good, because we’re nowhere near done yet, Cowgirl.”

He wasn’t lying. We practiced routine after routine after routine, one song ending, another beginning. Times where he would practice some bits solely for him, in which he’d still have me do my best improvised girl-dancing behind him.

That bit at least was beginning to come more naturally. Dancing like a girl was very natural, it turned out. Wearing a pair of heels only doubled that ability. The natural femininity which welled up inside of me as soon as I had a pair of high heels on immediately flowed through my body when I started moving my hips. The energy was good.

While being presented my first pair of high heels from Miss Anthropic was definitely a momentous occasion, the timing on it turned out to be almost cruel. As our training session ended and I changed back into my sneakers, that only meant that it was now time to spend all evening on my feet. It was time for a bar shift.

Even in my flat shoes, away from the pinch of the pointed toe and the dull ache in the balls of my feet, I could still feel every step I had made during the daytime. Anthony hadn’t been exaggerating. My calf muscles were tight. My knees felt weak. Whatever the muscles were all down the sides of my legs were still on fire. Drag work was not easy work, no matter how much I thought I already had the relevant background experience.

Still, the shift more or less flew by. The customers were fun, and the festive spirit was definitely in the air. We were putting in the occasional Christmas song into the playlist, and I felt like there was some kind of link between those songs coming on and some people at the bar getting really generous with their tips. I asked Liam and Simon if this was a deliberate move from them, and they both gave me a very knowing look.

I wasn’t entirely sure if Simon or Liam knew about my involvement in the Christmas party yet. They knew I had helped, but I wasn’t sure if they knew how much I was planning to help. I decided it was a question better left unasked. They would know enough, soon enough.

The festive spirit made me realize just how soon the show was, though. It was only a few days away. I’d yet to even meet Anthony’s other backing dancer, Theroux. I was sure she must have performed in the bar before, but I hadn’t been able to put a face to the name. That was all going to change in two days, however.

The next morning, my body was destroyed. As soon as I swung my feet out of bed and planted them on the floor, I felt it. All of that pain and all of that discomfort from the day before, immediately reasserting itself in my lower body.

I had to all but crawl into the shower and back to my kitchenette to make breakfast. I had to resign myself to a morning on the couch in order to have any chance of making it through the day. There, with a coffee and some cereal - those being all that I could stand up for long enough to prepare - I looked at my phone.

My cell phone greeted me with six new messages from Mollie. From some people, that would probably be a cause for concern. A sign that some drama had occurred, or that I had missed a vital life event. For Mollie though, that was just how she had always texted me, every single time.

As I had expected, the messages were simply Mollie’s way of catching up. She had sent me a string of questions about how things were going with Anthony, how I was feeling about the show, and how I was feeling about myself.

The answers to those questions were increasingly difficult. Things with Anthony were good. I felt like we were getting on well, and I was having genuine fun practicing in Finn’s bar.

How I felt about the show was a little trickier. I was excited. I’d have been lying if I pretended that I wasn’t feeling ever more ready to leap at the chance to show this side of myself in front of people who might love Madison. Still though, that in front of people part of the show was something that continued to fill me with terror.

Finally - the big one - how I felt about the trans question. That was a real question.

When I called Mollie, and I said the words that I was trans, it felt so right. Despite all of the various conversations we’d had though, I was still unsure how comfortable that label felt.

I still didn’t mind being a guy. Being Matt wasn’t some huge burden. Being Madison was still simply a treat, rather than something I necessarily had to do. But then the idea of never being her again was also something I couldn’t even imagine.

It was a lot. That was the main thought I kept coming back to, and that was more or less what I finally wrote to Mollie. I told her that I was excited to learn more about myself and to see what being Madison truly meant, but I was still a little reserved in my answer. I still wasn’t sure if telling her that I was trans was strictly the right way to describe myself.

After I’d cleared the many notifications from Mollie, I was left with one from Anthony. His writing style turned out to be much more concise.

Hey Cowgirl. I’m thinking dress rehearsals today. Bring your makeup and get there an hour early.




I grinned at the message. Being told to bring my makeup wasn’t a line that had ever been said to me before, but it felt pretty great. To be out to a couple of people had been very validating. Being talked to and treated like a woman felt amazing, no matter how major or minor that was.

My grin quickly disappeared when I realized the time. Being at Finn’s an hour earlier than our usual rehearsal time meant that I barely had an hour to get ready. I shot up from my couch and rushed to the shower.

In there, I looked briefly at my two body wash options; one with a scent simply called ‘sport’ and another that was ‘spring bouquet.’ The first bottle was all grey and black and the second was vibrant pinks and creams. Given the chance, I would have always picked up that girly bottle every morning, but I always feared any kind of tell that would tip me off as even slightly feminine, when I was out as Matt. Today though, feminine was the vibe. I came out of that shower smelling like flowers.

Not before a quick shave of my legs, though. They were already smooth. I’d been keeping them hairless for the longest time now, but it had been probably a week since my last cleanse with my hair-removal cream. I didn’t have time for that, but I did at least have time to run over everything with a razor.

I lathered my legs with shaving foam and then dragged the razor through the frothy white cream frantically. As I hit my thighs, I slowed down. I pictured the outfit I would be wearing. In my mind, when I ordered those boots to go with that dress, I had imagined this little gap between the top of the boots and the bottom of the dress, showing just enough thigh to be sexy but not inappropriate - not that I knew where Miss Anthropic drew the line on inappropriate.

But with that picture in my mind, it meant I had to take extra care of my thighs. Those were going to be my money makers during the performance. I expertly navigated the razor around my upper legs, before looking at them from every angle I could.

Satisfied with my work, I dried off, moisturized with the brand I bought solely because it claimed to be a good makeup primer, and put yesterday’s clothes on. I hurried to my vanity table. There, I bundled all of my various lipsticks and makeup sponges and brushes back into their makeup bag.

I zipped it closed and tossed it into a rucksack, laughing for a moment at how out of place my shimmery, soft pink makeup holder looked in that bulky black backpack. A beautiful feminine thing within a container that was trying so hard to be overtly masculine. The similarity between those bags and my personas wasn’t lost on me.

Looking at my phone, I barely had enough time to do anything else. I threw my underwear and shapewear in the bag, folded my wig in with the rest, and headed to the door. The last thing I wanted was to leave Anthony waiting. The last thing I wanted was to miss the chance for a morning dancing as Madison. She had a dress rehearsal to get to.
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At Finn’s, Anthony was already waiting for me at the back door.

“It’s a crime that they haven’t given me a key to this place,” Anthony said to greet me.

“We know what you’d do if we did,” I joked.

“What, finally give it the makeover it’s desperately crying out for?” he fired back.

I laughed. I liked the decor. I was pretty sure that Anthony liked the decor as well, though he struck me as the kind of person who would choose to be catty over choosing to tell the truth, if there was a joke to be made.

I unlocked the door and held it open for Anthony to walk in before me. I followed him as he made his way to the store room. The store room, at times like this, doubled as a changing room. There was always a corner of the room which we kept clear for a ‘workspace.’

There were some tables and chairs and, most importantly for us, some mirrors in this store room. Almost walled-off from the rest of the room by stacks of beer crates and boxes of dehumidifiers and freestanding fans which we needed a few times a year, was this oasis of productivity.

That was obviously an exaggeration. It was an oasis of nothing. But Anthony had no doubt grown intimately acquainted with the space, having had to use it as a changing room and green room and preparation space so many times now. This space, admittedly, could have done with a makeover.

“All right, grab yourself a mirror, let’s get to work.”

Anthony took a mirror from the floor and placed it on one of the tables, and I followed his lead doing the same.

“Do you know what you’re doing?” Anthony asked.

“What, with like-” I trailed off, not entirely sure what he actually meant at all.

“With your makeup,” he elaborated.

“Oh, yeah, of course.”

I realized that Anthony was yet to even see a photo of Madison. He had just put his faith in mine and Mollie’s word that she would be suitable for his show.

“Good. Just remember that this is stage makeup.” Anthony told me. “There’s no such thing as too much.”

I nodded, as if I knew more about that than I really did. I admittedly didn’t entirely know what I would need to change to go from my regular look to a stage look. I had been working towards more subtle makeup recently in my dream of going out as Madison, though I was sure I could revert to my slightly more bold makeup of times past just as easily.

In unison, we started coating our faces with primer. As I did it, I glanced over at Anthony occasionally to make sure that I wasn’t doing anything that he wasn’t. Or to see if he was doing something I’d never even thought to do.

“I need to wet my sponges,” I suddenly realized and spoke aloud.

“Oh god, me too!” Anthony sounded exhausted with himself as he said it. “I don’t know how I still forget.”

“Same!” I said almost excitedly, having found common ground where I least expected it - doing my makeup with another man. “Want me to do yours?”

“Could you? Thanks, honey.”

He handed me his sponges, which looked a lot more premium than my own. The texture, the size, the shape, they were all so much more than my own. My sponges were the shape of a water droplet, his sponges had about five different sides with five different shapes. As I ran the water over the collection in my hands, his sponges felt so soft as they began to soak up the water, growing to a plump handful of makeup tools.

As soon as I returned, I asked him what brand they were.

“Label Glow,” Anthony replied without hesitation. “They’re nowhere near as expensive as they feel.”

I smiled, feeling as if he had read my mind.

“Where are yours from?” he continued.

“Honestly, just one of those cheap brands that pop up on online stores,” I told him. “I’ve had them for probably too long.”

“You need to treat yourself,” he said. “Get you some of these for the show.”

“I will,” I promised, feeling thrilled to be getting ever more deeply involved in the drag tutelage.

I watched Anthony for a moment as he squeezed some foundation onto his fingers, and dragged the paste onto his face. It was almost like he was applying war paint, until the sponge came out and he started dabbing it into place.

My method was still to squirt the foundation straight onto my face and a little onto my sponge and then dab from there. Still, I made a note to try his technique when I was next doing my makeup. I was here to learn, above all else.

Contouring was where I felt I finally understood what Anthony had meant about making makeup stage ready. I had managed to get to the point where I could be almost minimal with my contouring. I felt I knew exactly where I needed to place just the right amount of contour to get the effect I wanted.

Anthony’s technique, on the other hand, was to absolutely coat himself with the stuff. The hollows of his cheeks were a deep brown, and under his eyes and on his nose were almost white.

I added a little extra contour to everywhere I normally would, as I watched Anthony begin to blend his new tones. Amazingly, despite how dramatic, almost scary his contour had looked before blending, it somehow came out looking flawless. The shadows and highlights he had created looked strangely natural. Exaggerated, still, but somehow still feminine and, importantly, human.

With the confidence that maybe he was right, that there was no such thing as too much, I added even more contour. I got to the point where I thought I may have made a mistake, and then I finally blended.

To my surprise, my face also came out looking great. It was definitely more dramatic than I’d normally go for, and it wasn’t exactly the kind of makeup look you could wear to go to the shops, but it made me look amazing. It made me feel amazing. And that was maybe the most important thing, when I was looking to step out in front of a crowd.

Interestingly, it made me feel more confident about the idea. I was already starting to look a lot less like myself. Myself either as Matt or as Madison. Neither would ever have jaws this fine, or noses this sharp, or cheekbones this high. I felt almost unrecognizable. That was the best result I could have hoped for.

Unlike the way I would normally do things, Anthony moved onto blusher next, which was another case study in excess. I followed his lead however, and plastered my cheeks with a feminine pink. The ridges of my cheeks rose even more, looking girlish and alive.

Also unlike me, Anthony did his lipstick next. For me, this was the finishing piece. It was my favorite thing to see on myself, so I saved it until last. Anthony clearly did not have this same reasoning. The way he did his makeup almost seemed more efficient. Almost businesslike in his approach to getting ready. I supposed that while it was self-expression, to him, it was also a job.

Anthony used a copious amount of lip liner. That was something I was happy to follow his lead on as well. The difference with the way Anthony used lip liner though, was that he more or less just drew an entirely new set of lips on himself. Sure, I drew outside of the lines with my lip liner, who didn’t? But Anthony wasn’t even remotely near his lips with his outline.

“The bigger the better,” Anthony spoke. “Have you got a good red?”

I simply nodded. We hadn’t said very much in the whole time we had been doing our makeup together. I hadn’t entirely minded. I found doing makeup to be almost therapeutic, so the silence was zen to me. Still, Anthony’s comment confirmed that he had realized I was watching him like a hawk the whole time.

Moments later, my lips were as oversized as his, and we were moving on to our eyes. Anthony’s eyeshadow palettes put mine entirely to shame. He had a whole color chart of tones and shades. Every color that made up a rainbow and even some that I was pretty sure didn’t. That craziest thing was that they were all used. Even in my comparatively paltry palettes, there were some colors that I’d barely touched. Somehow, Anthony had even used stuff like dark green. I had no idea how I would style that.

“Wow,” I accidentally uttered.

“You like it?” Anthony asked, presumably rhetorically. “It’s my pride and joy. You can even get color refills for it.”

“That’s amazing,” I enthused.

“Yeah, though it cost a bomb. Totally worth it though. The kind of thing you can treat yourself to if you do some good shows.”

I smiled at the thought. The idea of doing drag funding Madison’s lifestyle was very tempting. Her being able to support herself was a dream.

“I want us to do gold eyes to go with the red lips. Our faces need to serve Christmas as much as every other part of us.”

I sort of guessed what Anthony meant by that based on the context of the other words. I looked at my palettes and saw that I didn’t have anywhere near the kind of gold I would need for the look.

“Uh,” I hesitated. “I don’t have gold. I’ve got silver.”

“God no, no silver. We’re not cheap. Just borrow some of mine.”

I widened my eyes. I had never been able to share makeup with somebody in my life. All of a sudden, I was like a teenage girl at a slumber party.

“Only use a teensy bit,” Anthony added. “And not because I’m cheap.”

I laughed and watched how much Anthony applied to his own brush. It was such a slight dusting of gold that I couldn’t imagine it would have covered his eyes at all. Yet, somehow, it did. It was probably a third of what I’d usually rely on, and yet it was so much more bold and dramatic.

Maybe I would have to treat myself after all.

Anthony was creating a beautiful effect around his eyes, which I followed pretty successfully, if I did say so myself. He used a similar technique to one I often did, which was a light color around the edges and a darker one on the lids themselves. Naturally though, Anthony’s style was a little more exaggerated than my own.

Before long, both of us had a shimmery white to our eyebrows, then gold in a harsh cut-crease along where our eyeliners eventually ended up. This, paired with copious amounts of mascara and the thickest false lashes we had to hand, made for some fierce eyes.

Finally, I got to learn something new; how important an eyebrow could be.

Something which I had never done before was shape my eyebrows. I plucked them when I was facing a monobrow, or if I found a weird, long hair, but I had never combed them. For Anthony, this was just his everyday life.

I had to ask him what he was doing, and he kindly but slightly sassily explained that he was gelling and combing them. I watched as his eyebrows went from looking vaguely androgynous to being completely feminine. Sharp lines all in the same direction, forming a pretty arch.

“You’ve never done this?” he asked, almost bemused.

“Never thought to,” I admitted.

“You’re mad,” he handed his tiny styling tool to me as he said it.

“You don’t mind?” I double checked.

“God no. It’s for your own good, at this point.”

As I studied the tool, he spoke again.

“It’s just short little strokes. Tease the brow and it’ll make the shape you want.”

I did my best to replicate his actions. I softly dragged the hairs upwards and aligned them. Before long, I was greeted by a slightly more feminine looking eyebrow. The only thing was that I was also greeted with more weird long hairs than I could ever have imagined.

“You’re going to need to clip those,” Anthony told me. “Wait just one second.”

He rummaged through his makeup bag and produced a pair of nail scissors. He must have noticed a look on my face, as he suddenly spoke again.

“Relax, they’ve only been used for eyebrows.”

“Sorry,” I blurted.

“Relax, Cowgirl, I’m just playing with you. Hold still.”

I did as I was told and I watched as turned to face me in our chairs. His face got closer to mine. He was studying my eyebrows from a distance that made it feel like we were about to kiss.

From this close, I could see all of the delicate decisions he had made in his makeup. I could see the symmetry of his contour and how well he had made it seem as if his lips were actually as big as he had drawn them. All of a sudden, I could see how pretty he was.

It was obviously an exaggerated prettiness. An unrealistic and false prettiness, but there was a beauty to it all the same. Even with us wearing our guy clothes, his makeup made him look gorgeous.

I was distracted from my assessment of his makeup by the first snip. Then another and another and another. My eyes nearly widened in shock, until I remembered that Anthony was holding a pair of scissors only a few inches away from them. With that, even more snipping happened.

Without being able to see past Anthony’s face, I couldn’t see my mirror. He had moved onto the next eyebrow, and seemingly just as much snipping was taking place.

“You should get these threaded some time,” he told me.

“Okay,” I agreed, not entirely sure what the term meant.

“But for now, we’re done. Take a look.”

I once again did as I was told and saw myself in the mirror. It was hard to deny that what he had done looked good. My eyebrows looked so much more aligned and symmetrical and, without a doubt, feminine. Though they looked different to what I had started with.

It was impossible to tell how much Anthony had trimmed. It looked like it might have been a lot. And it wasn’t like eyebrows could just grow back overnight. This was falling into the same category as my ear piercings and my manicure; things which I had done for Madison which Matt couldn’t take back. I wondered how many more of those I could do before it became hard to explain them away when I was a guy.

“Don’t they look great?” Anthony asked.

“They look really pretty,” I admitted, choosing not to mention the other thoughts I’d just had.

“And that’s the look!” Anthony announced.

I looked at myself in the mirror. Even in my T-shirt and jeans and boy hair wrapped in a hair net, I liked what I was seeing. A sculpted face with bold lips and bolder eyes. Defined features and bright details. On top of all of that, a huge smile.

In the mirror, I was beaming a grin unlike I had seen on myself in a few days. Ever since the incident with the man on the bike, I hadn’t exactly been feeling like myself, either as Matt or as Madison. To see myself smiling like this again was nice.

From that morning to the time I was sitting with Anthony were like two opposite ends of the spectrum. From being embarrassed in the street to being accepted and open with my gender expression with somebody I barely knew. These things were worlds apart. And I had needed that more than I even knew. With Mollie, I felt safe and accepted, but I still felt so shielded by her. Anthony now also knowing about Madison was another vital step outside of my comfort zone. Another step closer to feeling comfortable as Madison and understanding who she was. Whether I was actually trans.

“I love it,” I said, having taken myself in for long enough.

“Tell me about it,” Anthony agreed. “I basically did this same look a couple of years ago but I’m hoping nobody notices.”

“I’m sure they won’t,” I told him.

Anthony laughed.

“Cowgirl, you sound distracted.”

“Sorry.” I offered. “I’ve just had a lot on my mind.”

“You still thinking about that mean man?” he asked, with a pout and a hint of exaggerated sympathy.

“Uh, yeah,” I admitted.

“Well fuck him and fuck anybody like him. Today isn’t for him.”

With those words, Anthony rose from his seat, went to a stack of boxes, and retrieved it.

My dress.
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Obviously it was never meant to be my dress. I had bought it for the girl I was now standing in for. A drag queen who I had never met but still felt connected to through nearly having the same role in Anthony’s show.

“Okay, changing time,” Anthony said, casually tossing the dress in my direction.

As I fumbled to catch it, Anthony whipped his shirt over his head, revealing his slender body. He kicked his boots off, and went behind the boxes where I could no longer see him.

“There’s some boxes on the other end of the room,” he called out. “That’s your dressing room.”

Anthony said it was a dolloped heap of sarcasm. He clearly was not overly impressed with the performers’ facilities at Finn’s bar. To be fair to him, now that I had also experienced the performers’ facilities at Finn’s bar, I was inclined to agree.

I grabbed my drag bag and took it with me to the area which Anthony had indicated. Back there, I all of a sudden understood why I had so often seen Anthony in V-neck shirts and loose vests. In my crew neck tee, I faced a dilemma. The neck hole was so tight that there was a risk I’d drag it over my makeup and wipe it off. The choice was either to risk my makeup, or risk my shirt.

In the heat of the moment, my love of my makeup won over. I pulled at the neck of the shirt, making it as wide as it would go. As I brought it closer to my face to take it off, it still wasn’t enough. I tugged a little harder, hearing the unmistakable sound of tearing as I did so.

My shirt had become yet another casualty in the war between Madison and Matt.

Finally, the shirt came loose. I was free. From there, it was the same as any other time I’d gotten ready as Madison. Clothes off, corset on, tuck, shapewear, dress.

This dress was different though. My Christmas dress. The red Mrs Claus look, with its black corset and white fluffy trims.

I had wanted this dress for myself as soon as I had first seen it. I just knew then that buying it only to ever wear it indoors would have been miserable. Much like the boots, this was a dress made to be seen. With me, this dress was going to live the life that it was born to live.

I slipped the thankfully generous neck hole over my head, and pulled my arms into place. The material was so soft and velvety. The dresses weren’t cheap by any means - I was a woman of taste after all. With Finn’s footing the bill for them though, it meant that I had the opportunity to buy things just a little out of my own price range. I could feel that difference in price immediately.

The corset was all lace and leather. Luckily from me - as I still vividly remembered from the product image online - the corset was meant to tie at the front. The idea of tying that thing behind me felt like a genuine impossibility.

I hoisted it into place and tugged by the laces one by one, from bottom to top, until I was left with two dangling cords. I pulled each lace again, as tight as I could bear over the corset I was wearing under the dress, then pulled once more for good measure. Holding everything in place as best as I could, I tied a big bow in front of me.

My heart fluttered. The dress fit as well as I possibly could have hoped for. It was like it was made for me. Or, at least, like it had been bought for me. The excitement was starting to grip my soul. The gravity of what I was doing. What this meant for me.

Sitting on the hard floor, I understood once again why Anthony didn’t have any love for our changing rooms. Still, it was the only choice I had. Trying to get those boots on, standing, would have been suicide.

My hair was safely folded inside of my bag, so I carefully removed it and shook it loose. The flowing brown hair tumbled from its safe storage and unfurled into its beautiful locks. I pulled it over my own hair, and gently shook my head so it settled in place, over my shoulders and into the oversized hood behind my back.

I looked down at myself, as best as I could without a mirror, at least. I could see my soft hair resting gently on my chest. My stuffed bra was giving just the right illusion of cleavage at the top of the fluffy neck hole of the dress. The tight corset helped add those extra helpings of curves to my outfit, and the fluffy trim at the bottom tied things together perfectly.

And then there was the gap. Exactly as I had hoped. The dress stopped, then there was just the right amount of thigh before the boots began. A sexy but slightly reserved flash of flesh.

The boots themselves were something else as well. With heels that high and thighs that high, the look was to die for. The points of the toes looked fierce and the narrow points of the heels looked outrageously sexy. They instantly didn’t feel great to stand up in, but truly beauty was pain. And if there had ever been a pair of boots to - as Anthony put it - slut drop in, it surely had to be these.

The gravity of the situation was dawning on me all of a sudden. Somebody else was going to meet Madison. I had gotten a bit more used to people seeing her - negative reactions aside - but meeting her was a privilege that only Mollie had experienced so far. To see Madison and know she was Matt was a whole different thing entirely.

For a moment, I almost considered calling out, announcing myself before stepping around the corner. As soon as the thought formed though - the idea of saying “okay, I’m coming out now” - it disappeared. I didn’t know Anthony particularly well, but I knew him well enough that he’d probably make fun of me for it.

With no more hesitation, I stepped out. Despite how fast I thought I had been, Anthony was somehow already waiting for me, looking at his cell phone. Well, rather, Miss Anthropic was waiting for me.

The person standing in front of me was no longer the casually dressed guy I had walked into the room with. Somehow, two men had entered, and two women were going to leave.

Femininity exuded from Miss Anthropic. She wasn’t doing anything beside standing there and glancing at her phone. Still, just the way she stood, and the attitude which it gave off, were impossible to miss. She stood hip cocked, one foot pointing forward, another pivoted at the impossibly narrow high heel. She even had a resting bitch face. I cleared my throat and held the muscles there, preparing to switch to my girl voice.

“You look amazing,” I told her truthfully.

“Oh honey, cute voice,” she smiled at me. “In this industry, flattery will get you everywhere.”

The comment wasn’t particularly hilarious but I laughed as if it was. I felt that maybe the bottled up nerves were all exploding to the surface.

“Madison is cute,” Miss Anthropic spoke again. “Definitely a femme queen.”

“Thank you.”

It meant a lot. For Miss Anthropic to call me cute was a huge boost for my confidence. It was exactly what I needed.

“Ready to dance?” she asked me.

“Ready,” I confirmed.

“Well let’s go.”

The sound of us leaving the store room was music to my ears, well before the music had actually begun. Miss Anthropic and I walking in tandem caused a drumroll of high heels on the hard floor. It sounded like practice for a runway show. I walked behind her, watching the way she naturally strutted with each step, and I couldn’t help but copy.

Miss Anthropic walked to her position behind the bar, and I walked to the mirror which she had left out for our practice sessions. Somehow, the sight of myself caught me by surprise. The woman in the reflection wasn’t the usual Madison I knew and loved to see. This was some kind of goddess.

The feeling overcame me immediately. I suddenly felt as if I understood why Anthony harnessed so much strength when he became Miss Anthropic. The feeling of empowerment and beauty and sexuality were almost too much. I took a few steps back from the mirror and strutted towards it, watching myself move. I didn’t even care that I wasn’t alone.

“That’s it, Cowgirl!” Miss Anthropic called from behind the bar. “Let that queen out!”

I just laughed. It almost felt slightly manic, the way I was feeling. Wearing a dress and high heels, having just done my makeup with a man who I still barely knew. Strutting around my place of work as a girl. It was manic, all things considered.

“And go,” Miss anthropic suddenly announced.

With no more warning than that, the music started.

We went.

Even in the towering high heels, the dance still felt like it was becoming second nature. My knowledge of the dance moves and my now years old ability to move in high heels were all aligning perfectly.

I moved like a girl. Rather, I danced like a woman. More than ever, I felt like a girl. Dressing up had always been one thing, but the recent dancing sessions - even those where I was dressed as a guy - had been something else. Combining the two of them was a transformative experience.

The next hour of practice was a dream come true. I wished it was something I had discovered so much sooner. It was as if I had wasted years of my life not experiencing this. Dancing, dressed as a girl. It was too perfect.

When I was truly in the flow, moving with purpose and feeling the music, it was no longer like I was simply dancing. It was like my body was communicating through movement. And my body simply wanted to say one thing. I am a woman. This is me. I am her. I was born to be her.

Song blended into song as each dance move blurred into the next. The room felt hazy, the natural flow of the movements taking over my body. By the time the music stopped, my eyes felt teary. Not from sadness of it being over - or from the discomfort from the boots, though they didn’t exactly make for an easy time. Instead, it was like something had been released from me. I was shedding this need for masculinity. I was letting Madison take over. And no part of me didn’t want that to happen.

“You did good, Cowgirl,” Miss Anthropic told me, even her breath sounding a little shaky after the work we had put in.

“Thank you,” I said yet again. “I really mean it.”

I was so grateful. For the dancing, for the kind words, for letting me feel like Madison. It all meant so much. It was incredible.

“I think you’re ready,” she said.

“Yeah, we don’t need to do a session with Theroux?” I asked.

“Nope, she’s done these dances a hundred times before. You’ll meet her at the show.”

“Oh, okay,” I paused for a moment to think. “She’s going to be happy to work with me?”

“Yeah,” Miss Anthropic looked puzzled. “You’ll love her, trust me.”

I wasn’t sure why I asked it. I thought maybe it was because I was a newbie stepping into her world, and I just wanted her to like me. Wanted her to like Madison. That was hugely important to me.

“Sorry, I think I’m just nervous,” I admitted.

“For meeting Theroux or for doing the show?”

“For life,” I laughed anxiously.

“You’ll do fine,” Miss Anthropic told me.

Bizarrely, the words meant a lot. They carried more weight than they should have. Seeing somebody like Anthony, so happy to present in public as a woman, telling me I would be fine was important.The sentence was short but the sentiment was huge.

With my makeup as glam as it was, and my confidence as high as it was, I was hesitant to go home. I knew I couldn’t stay at the bar, not as in my current state. Not that it would have been too outrageous. I figured that the outfit was seasonally appropriate, plus Finn’s was the exact place that I was going to be dressed that way anyway. But I just wasn’t ready.

That party felt like the end goal. It felt like safety, in a way. Being Madison out in the streets or anywhere else public felt like a scary prospect, but doing it with Miss Anthropic felt like maybe I would have been okay. Even if all eyes would have been on us. Even with all of that focus and attention, it felt as if it would have been fine because it was positive attention.

The vibe and emotions that I got from my time with Anthony had been so positive. A million miles from how I had felt those days before when I had come home from my walk to the grocery store. I wasn’t quite ready to go back there just yet, but maybe there was life yet to be had for Madison. She had outgrown my studio apartment, any maybe Finn’s could have been the next place she could have spilled out into.

As Miss Anthropic and I took our makeup off and changed back into our guy clothes, we returned to just being Matt and Anthony. Well, aside from the lingering dark color around our eyes from the makeup that just wouldn’t seem to shift. That eyeshadow that Anthony used definitely seemed worth the money, no matter how much it must have cost.

Back at my apartment block, I grabbed my mail and headed up to my home. As soon as my door closed behind me, I was overcome by a screaming desire to be Madison again. The day - as amazing as it had been - hadn’t been enough. I wondered if that would have been the first time I had ever done my makeup twice in one day. I was sure there must have been a time back when I lived with my parents that I had needed to but, if there was, I couldn’t remember it.

I wasted no time pouring my makeup back onto the vanity table and getting to work on my makeover. When I was ready and settled, I looked through the handful of letters I had received. Advertising, a bill, a hand written address. That one was different. It really wasn’t every day that I got one of those. The handwriting looked loosely familiar, and when I opened it up, I realized why.

It was a Christmas card. The front was pink and had a drawing of a high heeled shoe, where the heel itself was a candy cane. It read “for a queen at Christmas.” I smiled, knowing it once that it was from Mollie. Well, hoping that it was from Mollie at least. I wasn’t sure who else would have been in a position to send me a card like that.

Dear Madison,

Merry Christmas!

Getting to know you is the greatest gift I could have hoped for this year. Best friends forever!

Lots of love,

Your bestie,

Mollie x

I could have cried. The only thing that made me hold myself back was the fact that I had only just finished my eye makeup. Mollie probably would have enjoyed knowing that.

It was beautiful. The first card Madison had ever received. Something about seeing Madison’s name - my name - written on that piece of paper made me so happy. It made it so real. It made me so real. Madison existed! Here was concrete evidence, written down in ink for all to see. It meant so much.

I existed. That was the Christmas gift I had always wanted.
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I had never really been a Christmas card type of person. With my parents being almost anti-Christmas, we rarely had any cards on display, nor were very many given. If my parents received a card, it would have generally been read, understood, and discarded. Sentimentality was not exactly their trait.

Madison was a chance to change that tradition. The next day, as soon as I was ready - well, ready as Matt - I headed out to the place near me that sold flowers and overpriced cards. Well, maybe not overpriced. They were expensive, sure, but they were also very nice.

There, I searched for just the right card to sum up my feelings in a quirky little graphic. There were a few shelves of suitable cards, from which one immediately jumped out at me. Two peas in a pod, wearing Santa hats. It admittedly said “Ha-pea Christmas,” which I wasn’t totally sure about, but I liked the imagery.

Just before I was about to head to pay, I had a sudden pang. I hadn’t considered it at all before that moment, but there was one more person who I wanted to buy a card for. It was a spur of the moment idea, something I hadn’t even imagined thinking before entering the shop. Yet, despite all of that, it felt right.

Among the silly joke cards and expensive glittery numbers, I found something tasteful. A beautifully painted scene of a snow covered town. A small place, not unlike my old hometown, although that place never would have seen snow in a million years. Still, it strangely reminded me of home. And, as much as it didn’t feel like a home for Madison, part of me was still tied to that place. Madison still came from there.

I paid and left, the acknowledgement of the season finally hitting me. Christmas had never been for Matt, it had only ever really existed for Madison. This year however, she was actually going to be able to spread Christmas cheer, not just enjoy it alone.

Back in my apartment, I cleared a space on my vanity table, between the lipsticks and sponges still left out from the night before. I couldn’t remember the last time I had written a Christmas card. I hadn’t received any the previous year, which meant that the last time I got a card was probably back at school. That should have been a sad thought, and yet I didn’t find it sad at all. Being able to feel festive now, as Madison, meant it didn’t matter whether or not I had ever celebrated Christmas even once as Matt.

I found a pen and got to work.

Dear Mollie,

Merry Christmas! Getting a card from you meant to so much to me. You’ve meant so much to me ever since I met you. My life has been so much better for it and I am so excited to have you as a best friend.

Lots of love,

Madison xx

P.S. I loved the card

I wrote Mollie’s address on the front, sealed it, and put it to the side. I picked up the card which had for some reason reminded me of home and I studied the image.

It was nothing really like my hometown, other than the size of it. The buildings in the image looked almost classical, and the small scene was filled with Christmas decorations and hanging lights and a sense of cheer. That last bit was definitely nothing like my hometown.

With the snow all over it, it was almost an inverse of my hometown. Happy and chilly. I wondered what it would have been like to have been born in a place like that. I wondered if Madison would have been happier there. I wondered if she would have ever had to leave that place.

But then I wondered whether she would have even existed.

It was impossible to say where Madison had come from. Whether she had always been inside of me, or if she only developed from something to do with my upbringing. Maybe that was what drew me to the card. It made me grateful for her existence. I didn’t want to wonder what could have been, as I was happy with what was. I put my pen to the card.

Dear Mrs Cole,

We don’t really know each other, but I wanted to take the chance to say Merry Christmas. When I was young and figuring myself out, I bought some clothes from your store that forever changed my life. If it weren’t for your store, I wouldn’t be the person I am today. I hope you and your family have a great Christmas. Thank you.

Best wishes,

Madison

I pulled out my cell phone and searched for the address I needed. It only dawned on me all of a sudden that the store might not even exist any more. Mrs Cole’s eyesight also might have gotten even worse since I was a teenager. Who knew if she would have even been able to read my card?

Still, I wanted to send it. Send it to where it all truly began. Madison’s first proper clothes - ones that weren’t borrowed at least - were from that store near my hometown, run by that sweet old Mrs Cole. Without her, there was a chance Madison would never have properly existed. If Madison had never existed, I couldn’t even imagine where Matt would have been. I doubt he’d have been happy. That much I truly believed.

Before I wrote my name in the card, I had hesitated. It was silly, but for some reason I imagined it somehow tying my real identity to Madison. I had no idea how it would have happened, but was still petrified of the wrong people finding out about her.

Having found the address online, I was relieved to find out it was still in business. Not only were they still in business in fact, but they even had a website. Admittedly, it was not a good website. It was a single page with an address, some very low quality photos of the store interior, and a blurb about the owner. Still, it listed some opening times for December, so that looked like it still existed. Good for Mrs Cole. She deserved success.

I wrote the address on the card, sealed it, and stamped both of them. With that, all of my chores were done. I figured I could send them on the way to work that night and, with Mine and Anthony’s dance practice concluded, I suddenly had a lot more free time in the day.

That didn’t mean that I was done with dance practice.The show was only a few days away now. Christmas was only a few days away now. I hoped Mrs Cole’s card would turn up in time. But, card or no card, I had to perform.

I couldn't say that I was entirely ready. I had tried to force it from my mind, but the fear was still lurking there, lingering. The show was days away. That was a crazy fact. I was going to have to perform and people were going to see me, as Madison.

My heart fluttered. I had felt this feeling time and time again when I thought about the show, alone. With Anthony, it didn’t feel like such a big deal. His energy and confidence were so contagious that I barely felt the need to worry, when I was with him. With Miss Anthropic, I felt actively excited. Back on my own though, the excitement only made way to nerves.

But I figured part of that was because I was thinking about all of this as Matt. Madison wouldn’t have felt that way. Madison had fallen in love with Dancing. For Madison, this was a goal which would validate her entire existence. Being able to be feminine and have people love that about me was a literal dream come true.

So I clearly needed to be Madison. When didn’t that fix everything?

I pushed the cards aside, swept my hair into a hair net, and got to work. Forty minutes later, and I was a woman. I was myself. I still had a few hours before my shift. Things were good.

With so much time to spend as Madison, I did what any self respecting girl would do, and I danced. I had finished my makeup in a slightly exaggerated way, somewhere between my usual style and Anthony’s style. I felt dance-ready.

I loaded up Anthony’s playlist for the show. I ran through each routine and also just spent some time feeling the music. Dancing to it in the way that came naturally to me. That way, now, was so flowy and feminine. So soft and fluid and effeminate.

My feelings of anxiety were melting away. The movements of the dance were replacing my fears with enthusiasm. The idea of doing this in front of a crowd of people went from a source of stress to the best thing I could possibly imagine. Matt might not have wanted to perform, but Madison sure did. And she usually got her way.

After an hour of dancing, I was exhausted. The actual show was probably going to be about that long, split over the course of the afternoon. I was hoping I’d find the strength to keep going that long. I realized I had no idea how Miss Anthropic did what she did for as long as she did. She was aspirational. And I needed a break

On my couch in my high heeled boots and my Mrs Claus dress, I felt accomplished. My routine was feeling natural. The show was nearly upon me and I thought that I was ready to face it. I couldn’t guarantee it but everyday with Anthony had felt good and, obviously, any time as Madison always felt amazing. I knew I could do it. I felt ready to take on the world.

I had to take on the world.

If Madison was ever going to be who I wanted her to be, I had to take on the world. Ever since that run-in with the man on the bike, I’d been so afraid of the world. It felt unforgiving and cruel and unfriendly. This show was going to change my life. It was going to be what I needed to come a step further out of my shell.

But a few days felt like too long. I was sick of my shell. I had been in my shell my whole life. It was time that the damned thing finally cracked.

I wasn’t sure what had come over me. Maybe it was the endorphins from the dance or maybe it was simply mania. Whatever it was, I let it take hold. I stripped myself out of my Christmas costume, and instead grabbed at whatever I could find in my closet. Moments later, I was wearing my thigh high boots with a short off-white skirt, and a white cami top.

My walk to the vanity table was a pure strut. If you opened a dictionary to the word, it would have described exactly what I was doing. I was strutting. I was walking like I owned the place. I did sort of own the place admittedly - it was my own apartment - but that wasn’t the point. My dark hair bounced past my shoulders with each step, and I could feel my fake boobs bouncing with just as much enthusiasm. I radiated confidence.

I didn’t stop to think. I knew that if I did, I wouldn’t like the conclusions that I came to. Instead, I let my body guide me. I found the Christmas cards in one hand, and my keys in the other. I carried my strut on to the apartment door, and swung it towards me without even a moment of considering who might be on the other side.

The hallway was empty, maybe that was good, maybe it wasn’t. Either way, I moved. I took the steps, hearing the clack of my high heels as I made my way towards the main entrance of my block. By the time I was there, my heart was more vibrating than beating, it was going so fast. I had thought before that nerves and excitement could often be confused. That was all this was. I decided that was what was happening.

The main door of my apartment block opened just as easily as my own front door. I finally paused for a moment. I took stock of what I was about to step out into.

It wasn’t a quiet afternoon by any means. There were cars driving every which way. A man in a suit was walking away from me to my right. To my left were a pair of girls around my age, tins of alcohol in hand.

Their way was the way that I needed to go. There was a mailbox just on the corner of my block. It was only a thirty second walk, at most. I wouldn’t be out of the apartment for more than a minute. I could do that. I could do a minute of the world seeing Madison. And I could do it in heels.

I stepped out. I didn’t consider it any longer. I figured that the only reason I wouldn’t have gone outside was if I saw literally the same guy on the same bike again. If I saw him, I was going back inside. He was nowhere to be seen though. I had no more excuses.

The sound of my high heels hitting the concrete was like a thunderclap. So loud and defined and exciting. That was what it was. Previously, I would have been worried about the level of attention that noise would have brought me. But that was previously. This was now. And now, I was a queen.

As I walked, I couldn’t help but look at the two girls. One of them was wearing a short white dress and a pair of beige sneakers, and the other wore loose blue jeans and a tight white top. Both of them looked so happy with their drinks and their cute clothes. That was what I wanted. That was always what it had been about. That feeling which they were sharing with each other. I just wanted to be allowed that feeling.

And I had felt it, with Mollie. I just wanted it all the time.

As I glanced at them, it looked as if one of them loosely pointed in my direction. That was not excitement that I felt. That was nerves.

It took everything within my power to not stop dead. To not spin around on the spot and run home. Gathering all of my strength, I gulped and kept walking, one foot in front of the other. One loud clack of high heel following another. One more reason after one more reason for these girls to see through my makeup and to see a man.

As we got closer to one another, I glanced away from them, trying to hide my face but also trying to seem like I wasn’t doing exactly that. As I got closer, I could hear their conversation.

“Like those,” the first girl said.

“Yeah, definitely,” the second agreed.

“Should I ask?” the first queried.

“Definitely!” the second assured her.

I hadn’t pieced together what they could be talking about. I just wanted to get out of there all of a sudden. I looked every which way but at them, until I couldn’t avoid them any longer.

“Excuse me,” the first girl said.

I clenched my throat, trying to ready myself to say something.

“Yeah?” I said, as sweet and effeminately as I could.

I dialed up the girlishness of my voice to the absolute maximum that my body could muster. I had no idea if these girls had already clocked that I wasn’t really one of them. I didn’t want to give them any more reasons to suspect that.

“I love your boots,” she told me.

“Oh, thanks!” those words came more naturally to me, though I was still tense, my heart still racing.

“Where did you get them?” she continued.

Was this some kind of test? Had she clocked me? Was she trying to figure me out?

“Lexis,” I said, knowing the brand of the shoe off the top of my head.

“Ohh, Lexis,” the girl repeated. “That’s that new brand, isn’t it?”

I suddenly relaxed a little. Not fully, but a fraction at the very least. It didn’t feel like she was trying to figure me out. It felt like she genuinely wanted to discuss my high heels. And if that was what she wanted, then I was on home-turf.

“Yeah, I think so. I’d never heard of them before a few months ago but now they’re everywhere,” I explained.

“Yeah but they do such cute shoes,” she said. “Like, I’ve been looking for boots like yours forever.”

With my boots on, I was probably nearly a foot taller than the girl. With the height difference, it was very hard not to think about the fact that I was a man, out in the street, talking about high heels while I was wearing a pair of high heels.

But the conversation was coming so naturally. And it was the exact kind of thing I wanted to talk about. And being able to share these kinds of experiences with girls was what made me feel like I was supposed to be a woman all along. Like my male birth was some kind of error by the universe.

“I’ve been looking for boots like these forever,” I echoed. “They’re really nice, too. Like, not comfortable but when are shoes like this ever comfy?”

“True that,” the girl laughed. “Thank you for that! Have an amazing day. You look great!”

“You both look great, too!” I enthused, as a smile appeared on my face from their kind words.

“Thank you!” the two girls said in unison.

With that, we both went our separate ways. The rest of the short distance to the mailbox, I was floating. The interaction had gone the exact opposite way I had expected. It was miles apart from my last experience outdoors.

Maybe Madison was ready to face the world after all.
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That realization couldn’t have come at a better time. Time flew between then and Christmas day. I met up with Mollie one last time at her place, when her housemates were out. She wanted to talk about whether or not I was definitely happy to do the show, and I told her about what had happened in the street this time. She smiled as I told her. It was my favorite part of womanhood. It was all I had ever really wanted.

It turned out that my card had arrived with Mollie in time after all, which made me hopeful that maybe Mrs Cole had received her card as well, back in my hometown. I wondered what she would have thought about it. I wondered if anybody had ever sent a card to her store before me. Either way, I was happy to have done it.

Seeing Mollie on that day was even more of a blessing than usual. My nails were looking bad. They had grown out and started to chip away. Despite me turning up just to catch up, Mollie used the chance to freshen me up as well.

Through our conversation, Mollie filed the tops of my nails, and soaked some cotton balls in nail polish remover. She placed those against my gel nails, and wrapped each fingertip in aluminum foil. As we spoke, my nails started to loosen, and Mollie was able to push the polish away.

“I’m kind of sad to say goodbye to them,” I told her, as the delicate floral patterns disappeared from my fingertips.

“Just means you get to say hello to something new,” Mollie said, without breaking focus on her work.

“God, you’re too positive for your own good, sometimes.”

She shot me a smile as I said it.

“How about red, to go with your dress?” Mollie asked me.

I smiled back as she did so. My best friend was asking me which color nail polish I would like to pair with my dress. That was the high I had been chasing this whole time.

“Red sounds good,” I told her.

“Let me get to work.”

We carried on talking, as Mollie went to get a deep red bottle of nail paint, and started dragging streaks of the color down each fingertip. Before long, I had a whole new set of bold, red nails. Mollie grabbed a mini UV lamp, which she had completely neglected to mention that she owned before that moment. She placed my hand under the light, and we waited for my nails to harden.

“Since when did you have all this stuff?” I asked, as the blue glow illuminated my hand.

“Since forever,” Mollie told me.

“Then why do you go out to get your nails done?” I continued.

“Because they’ll do a way better job than me. But then again, I’m hoping that maybe you can start to come in handy for that, soon.”

A grin formed on her face as she said it.

“You want me to be your nail technician?” I asked.

“It’s what a nice girl would do,” she replied, the grin still on her face. “You’ll be amazing.”

I laughed a short laugh.

“What, at painting your nails?”

“Yeah, that, plus everything else,” Mollie looked into my eyes. “The show. And life.”
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That was the last chance I had to see Mollie before the show. The next time I saw her was back at Finn’s bar. That day, the world was going to see me as only she and Anthony had seen me. They were going to see me as Madison.

It was a hell of a Christmas present for her.

“Ready, Cowgirl?” Anthony asked me as I walked into Finn’s.

It was mid-morning. The show started in the afternoon and the party ran into the evening. I still had no idea how big the day would actually be, or how many people to expect. I had heard that the show was usually a huge hit but it was still Christmas day. How many people could we really expect to turn up to a bar on Christmas?

“Merry Christmas to you too,” I said back.

“The sass,” Anthony commented. “I’ll take it as a yes,”

I laughed.

“I think I’m ready. I’m still so nervous though. How did you feel before your first show?” I asked.

“Scared shitless,” he told me. “Which basically never changed.”

I paused, my eyebrows furrowing slightly.

“What?” I asked, simply.

“I still get scared. It’s scary doing anything in front of a crowd,” he admitted.

“Are you serious?”

“Do I look like a liar?” he asked back.

“I guess not,” I laughed. “It’s just- I mean, you don’t look scared.”

“Well that’s good to know. I think it would ruin the show if I did,” he said.

“But you look so confident. How do you do it?” I asked.

“Fake it til you make it, girlfriend,” he told me. “Nobody needs to know it's your first time. That’s true about most things in life.”

I didn’t need him to explain what he was alluding to.

Behind me, I heard the door open. Before I could even turn around, Anthony had already announced the arrival.

“Theroux!”

I spun on the spot and saw her for the first time. I didn’t know who I had pictured in my mind, but Theroux was outside of anything I could have imagined.

Theroux was beautiful. She had arrived to Finn’s wearing a loose crop top, which draped over her breasts. Her tight leggings were tucked into a pair of white socks, with which she wore a pair of white sneakers. Her hair was long and blond and looked real. Her eyelashes looked like they had extensions and her lips looked so plump. She didn’t look to be wearing any makeup, but she still looked so feminine. It was inspirational.

“Anthony!” Theroux echoed, as I took her in.

The two of them ran over to one another to hug. They carried on their greeting as they embraced, after which Anthony turned to look at me.

“And this is our Cowgirl.”

“Heya,” Theroux said to me.

“Heya,” I said back, all of a sudden feeling nervous.

She must have only been a few years older than me, yet I felt like a child seeing the type of person I wanted to be when I grew up. Theroux looked amazing. I felt like she had everything figured out. I wanted to be her.

“First time?” Theroux asked.

“You don’t have to answer that,” Anthony interjected.

Theroux gave him a look, as if to say that she was all too used to Anthony’s chatter.

“Yeah,” I admitted.

I felt her hand gently touch my arm.

“Girl, you’ll do great.”

Her words were like a shot of pure adrenaline. The feeling of acknowledgement, of being called a girl even as Matt, was still so empowering. I walked into our changing room feeling like she was right. Knowing that I would do great.

With the three of us in the changing room - if it could be called that - there was a weird nervous excitement. We started talking about the show and, before long, it felt as if we were talking about absolute nonsense. The conversation degenerated until it felt like we were schoolgirls at a slumber party. It was as if I had known the pair of them for years. Something about the situation we had found ourselves in created a bond like I had never imagined.

I had needed that. That giddy energy - that girlish energy - was exactly what I needed to tap into to get into the right frame of mind for the show. Maybe that was deliberate on the part of Anthony and Theroux.

Either way, it meant that I was elated when I was doing my foundation. I had to stifle laughter so I could do my lipstick. I almost told Anthony to leave the room when I had to do my eye makeup as I was certain he was going to say something to make me ruin it.

Before long, we were ready. It was a surreal feeling, the three of us transforming in that store room. Theroux was already beautiful on the way in, but Anthony and I had entered that room, for all intents and purposes, as men. Now, we were Theroux, Miss Anthropic, and Madison - or Cowgirl, depending who you asked.

Outside of the room, I had been hearing the steady swell of an excitable crowd. At some point, without even noticing, music had started spilling into the bar. People had started spilling into the bar. Upbeat, festive songs for upbeat, festive people. It was still early in the day, but it felt as if people must have turned up to Finn’s the moment it had opened its doors. The Christmas party must have meant more than I realized.

With that I finally understood what I was getting myself into. Before that moment, the people I was performing for were imaginary. They were “them.” Just a concept that I would one day have to face. Now, though, they had become real. They were real people with thoughts and feelings and opinions. They would see me and watch me and judge me.

I wasn’t sure if I was ready.

Suddenly, I didn’t have a choice in the matter. Without a note of warning, Miss Anthropic clearly deemed us all ready. She opened the changing room door and walked out. Theroux followed, and I gulped and aimed to do the same.

I paused, not knowing entirely if I was ready, until I heard Miss Anthropic’s voice.

“Mollie!”

Somehow, that was the only motivation I needed to enter the bar. Her friendship. Her strength. I knew that if anything would get me through the show, it was the sight of Mollie.

“Anthony!” I heard Mollie reply. “And hi, Theroux!”

I heard her heavy boots move across the bar, even over the sound of the music and crowd, and I left the room just in time to see her hug each of them in turn.

“Is-” Mollie started, before turning to face me.

As soon as she saw me, her sentence stopped dead. I watched her hands move to her mouth, as it opened slightly. I could tell from her eyes that she was smiling. For a moment, neither of us moved.

Until Anthony spoke.

“Mollie, are you going to cry?”

Mollie’s hands dropped and she rolled her eyes.

“Fuck off, Anthony,” she said before she started to stride towards me.

We hugged. Her arms were tight around me.

“Hi Mollie,” I spoke from in the hug.

“Hi Madison,” she half-laughed.

Our embrace continued in silence, until she spoke again.

“I’m so proud of you.”

I didn’t know what to say. I knew I should say something. The hug had been going on for a long time.

“I’m proud of me, too,” I finally settled on.

Mollie laughed softly as she let me go.

“Well, go on then, Cowgirl.”

[image: ]


It was a crowd. There was no getting around that. This was more people than ever would have seen Madison, combined. If I counted up the delivery people, the people driving cars, the people in the street - all of them - that must have been a drop in the ocean compared to the amount of people at Finn’s.

Not that it was exactly a mob. There were maybe a hundred people there which, for Christmas day in a bar, felt like a lot. But they were, I suddenly understood, my people. These were not people who were out to judge me, at least not for being myself. These were groups of mixed friends, gay couples, probably other trans people for all I knew. These were people here to celebrate.

Still, it didn’t exactly make it feel like performing was going to be easy. Theroux, Miss Anthropic, and I, all stood just out of the eyeshot of the crowd, waiting for our signal to come on. Mollie was back behind the bar, leaving me with my performance partners.

I set my focus on the stage. It was just a small stepped area, but it was still a stepped area in front of that crowd. To me, that felt like the biggest stage in the universe. The stage where I would be presenting myself as a woman. It was an intense feeling.

“You okay, hon?” Theroux asked me.

“I’m scared to death,” I admitted.

“Excited though?” she continued.

“I think so. I think I might be sick as well, though.”

“That’s a good feeling,” Miss Anthropic chimed in. “That’s how I always feel.”

“You’re nervous?” I asked.

“Every damn time. But I own that and I get out there,” she explained.

“You look great, cutie,” Theroux added.

A wide smile formed on my face, my painted lips curling up and my powdered eyes creasing. As I felt these things, I wondered what it was that I was nervous for. Was it the judgement? The idea of these people thinking things about me?

But, as I stood there in my tight dress, my stiletto boots, and my makeup, I finally realized what I was actually nervous about. I was nervous to finally do what I had always wanted to do. To authentically be myself, no matter what.

“That’s our cue.”

It may have been Miss Anthropic or Theroux who had said the words, I had no idea. The moment was the beginning of a complete haze in my mind. A haze that followed me from the side of the stage, to standing behind Miss Anthropic, in line with Theroux. A haze that enveloped me as the music started, and my hips started to move. A haze that I floated within, as I moved from one complicated dance to the next.

I was being watched. There was no getting around that. No matter where I looked, eyes were facing my direction. People were gripped by the show. Any time Miss Anthropic spoke to the crowd, they cheered. Every time we pulled off some elaborate choreography, they screamed. When I handed out one of our gifts to a group of girls, they told me they loved me. My fear was gone. I existed without fear. Madison was simply there to have a good time.

I had never felt so alive.

By the time our last song came on, I was somehow disappointed. I had worried so much about the performance, almost wishing it would go away or be over already but, all of a sudden, I wanted anything but that. The show was almost over and yet I wished it would never end.

The time had passed so quickly. I wasn’t sure what that hazy feeling was, but it had carried me through the whole show. It was almost making me feel as if I had been watching myself in third person - an out of body experience. With those last few beats however, it was done. The show was over.

“Merry Christmas!” the three of us said in unison, as we had discussed before the show.

My voice was high and feminine. I felt high and feminine. A kind of an elation had overcome me, That haze had become endorphins, urging me to do whatever that was again. Making me wish it had never ended and that I could keep the day going forever. But I couldn’t. The show was well and truly over.

Over the sounds of the applause and cheering, I could barely even remember what we had done. Each part of the show merged into the next and each face in the crowd blurred into one. I had spent the whole time looking just above the people in the room, afraid to truly make eye contact with anybody. That was, except for Mollie.

Each time I dared to glance at the bar, she was there, looking back at me. Her eyes locked on me, locking on my eyes whenever she saw that I was looking back. Part of me felt that she was the only reason I had made it through the show. Something about her presence helped keep me grounded. Not least for the way she looked at me. The expression on her face looked like that of a proud parent. She looked proud of me.

She told me she had been proud. She had literally used those words, but to see that feeling emanate from her like it was something physical was a whole different feeling. She truly did mean it. She truly wanted to see me as Madison and she wanted to see me live and succeed.

And this felt like a success. Finally being able to show the world this side of me and having them applaud me for it. That was a success. Seeing my now best friend looking up at me, smiling radiantly at the sight of my new, feminine self. That was a success. And it was sure as hell a mark of success that I had managed to take Madison outside, after never wanting to do that again just a few weeks prior.

Theroux and Miss Anthropic made their way off of the stage, and I followed suit. Immediately, they made their way over to people in the crowd, greeting and hugging them. Naturally, there was only one person I wanted to greet.

Halfway through the crowd, I had reached Mollie. She threw her arms around me again, and the two of us hugged, her face rested slightly in my fake boobs thanks to the height of my heels.

“You did amazing!” Mollie shouted over the other noise of the bar.

“Thank you,” I replied.

“How do you feel?”

“Kinda great,” I told her. “Like I want to do it again.”

She pulled back a little and looked me in the eyes.

“You should do it again.”

“I should!” I echoed.

“Come on, have a drink. You’ve earned it.”

Mollie led me through the crowd, towards the bar. As we did, various words of congratulations and encouragement were thrown my way. The feeling was surreal. Each little interaction provided its own new feelings and sensations.

The group of girls I gave a lift to grabbed at my arm and told me how much they loved my makeup. All of them were absolutely beautiful - so well dressed and with perfect hair and nails. To be a part of a group like that would have been an absolute dream. To have them compliment me felt amazing.

A couple stopped me for a photo. The part of me that was still Matt - still worried about all of this - told me to say no. Performing in front of this group was one thing, but to have photos of me was a whole different concern. But then I realized that probably countless photos of me had been taken since the day started. There were probably photos of me on ten different social media platforms already.

The Matt part of me would have been worried sick at the thought of that. Photos of me in a short dress and high heels, plastered across the internet. But then I wasn’t Matt. I was Madison. And I looked damned good. So I figured that one more photo with this couple wouldn’t hurt.

Just before we got to the bar, I noticed a guy looking at me. He was tall and muscular and wore a shirt that looked two sizes too small. His biceps looked like they were being strangled by the sleeves. He was looking at my face, and then I watched as his eyes traced towards the floor, and then back up towards my face again. A wry smile spread across his face. I tapped Mollie on the shoulder and she stopped, allowing me to cup her ear.

“I think that guy just checked me out,” I yelled as quietly as I could, the equivalent of a whisper over the bar noise.

Mollie turned around, laughing. She cupped my ear back.

“He’s not the only one.”

My eyebrows raised. I didn’t know what to make of that news. I didn’t exactly want to be checked out by a guy, but there was something exciting about the feeling. The thought that a guy would see me as a woman and find me attractive. It was a hell of a lot better than the other reactions that I’d been afraid of, from men.

When we finally got to the bar, Mollie got to work making me a drink. I stood just behind the bar, slightly away from the crowd. I needed a moment of peace, after all of that.

“Oh hey,” a voice came from behind me.

I spun around and saw Liam. I somehow hadn’t had a shift with him in what felt like forever. Him and Simon had been getting a lot more confident in letting Mollie and I handle things at the bar, so seeing him in person almost felt like a shock.

“Oh, hi,” I replied.

“Madison, yeah?” Liam asked.

“Yeah,” I replied, not entirely sure where the conversation was going.

“Great, to meet you,” he said. “Have we worked with you before?”

I paused. I had no idea how to answer the question. Had I worked with my boss before? Well, I guessed that Madison hadn’t, strictly speaking.

But it raised a question in my mind. Had Liam genuinely not recognized me? I knew that we didn’t exactly work together often, but him and Simon were still the ones who paid me. Still the ones who kept me employed at their bar.

I stifled a laugh.

“No, not really,” I told him.

“Well I thought you did great. You fit right in here,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“If you ever want to do some more work around here, just speak to Mollie. She’ll be able to help sort you out in other shows,” he explained.

“Oh, right. Well, thank you,” I offered.

“You’re welcome.”

Mollie came over, passing me my drink.

“What are you two talking about?”

Liam looked past me at Mollie.

“I was just saying hi,” Liam told her. “Always good to see a new face at the bar.”

Mollie laughed, clearly immediately realizing what was happening, and not bothering to stifle her amusement like I had.

“That it is, Liam,” she said.

I looked at her, and she was grinning.

“So, when do we next get to work with Madison?”
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