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Chapter 1: The Profile

There was nothing wrong with my life.

If my life had been openly terrible, I might have known what to do with it. Terrible lives come with choices, a chance to redeem yourself or make changes that improve you lot. You leave the job, end the relationship, move cities, stop drinking, start running and working o ut, sell the sofa with the dodgy spring, apologise to your brother, whatever the particular disaster demands. People understand that. They don’t sit and just let things happen to them.

My life was fine.

Fine is much harder to explain in the context of what happened to me.

I had a decent job at a packaging design agency in Bath, where I managed client projects and made sure people with better teeth than me did not promise impossible deadlines to beverage companies with very firm views about label embossing. I was good at it. Not brilliant in any way likely to trouble history, but good. I answered emails promptly. I remembered which printer hated which foil stock. I knew how to calm account managers, flatter designers and speak to clients in a voice that suggested everything was under control, even when it had already set fire to its own trousers.

I had a flat near the river, small but not claustrophobic. One bedroom, a living room with shelves I had actually put up straight, a kitchen big enough for one person to cook in if he did not turn around too quickly, and a bathroom where the extractor fan sounded like an old man with a dodgy lung. I had friends. Not many, but enough that my birthday did not feel like a sad footnote. I went to the pub when invited, eventually replied to messages, sent Christmas cards to the people who still cared about such things, and could be trusted to bring decent wine to dinner, on the rare occasion when I was invited.

From the outside, I looked perfectly all right. That was the trouble. Nothing about me seemed unusual.

I was thirty-four, employed, polite, solvent and clean. I had no dramatic secret, no ruined marriage, no criminal past, no unpaid gambling debt, no mysterious duelling scar, no broken heart I could point to as the source of my quiet dissatisfaction.

I simply felt as if I had been living in a dull rendition of The Matrix for most of my life, and that something needed to change.

Every morning, I woke at seven, showered, shaved, dressed and walked to the office. Every day, I made things move from one column to the next. Every evening, I came home, cooked something harmless, watched half an episode of something, then sat on the sofa scrolling through other people’s lives until my thumb became the most active part of me.

People got engaged.

People opened bakeries.

People ran marathons.

People took photographs of cappuccinos from angles that suggested spiritual development.

People bought houses with gardens and wrote captions expressing gratitude.

People went to Lisbon or India or America and posted what a good time they were having.

People looked like they knew why they were doing what they were doing.

I watched them all and felt oddly cast adrift. Not jealous, exactly. Jealousy would have been more emotional and would have suggested they had something I did not. I felt like a man looking at other people’s lives, wondering why mine was so unexciting.

Dull didn’t even begin to cover it.

The dating apps were worse.

I had been on and off them for years, mostly off because being a man on a dating app is an exercise in learning how futile the world can be. My profile was not bad. I had a decent photo in a blue shirt, one walking by a canal, one with my friend Rakesh’s dog because apparently dogs make you more likeable and a short bio that made me sound personable without promising the adventure of a lifetime.

I got matches sometimes. Dates occasionally. Pleasant drinks with women who laughed politely, told me I seemed nice, then vanished into the fog as quickly as they could. I did not blame them. I did seem nice. Nice is useful in a neighbour, a dentist or someone holding a lift door open, but it does not often make people hurry home and write reckless messages of love.

The truth was, I was tired of being Martin.

Martin was reliable. Martin was agreeable. Martin remembered bin day and used coasters. Martin did not interrupt. Martin could be trusted with a spreadsheet. Martin wore navy jumpers, bought sensible shoes, and knew how to choose a birthday card for an aunt that seemed appropriate if dull.

Martin was fine. And fine had begun to feel like a room without oxygen.

The profile happened on a Thursday night.

That sounds too neat, as if Thursday was responsible in some way. Thursday was simply there, bland and available, after a long day involving a craft gin label, a client who used the phrase “premium authenticity” eight times in one call, and a designer named Lucas who had disappeared for 90 minutes because he needed what he called “visual distance.” The problem with my choice of occupation was that it was surrounded by pretentious people who seemed much happier than I was.

I came home late, ate pasta from a bowl while standing at the kitchen counter, and opened a dating app out of habit.

Three new profiles. One woman who loved hiking and wanted someone spontaneous, which ruled me out on both counts. One who had “no drama” in her bio, always a sign that drama had forwarding rights to her address. One who looked kind but had written that she was looking for someone to make me laugh, which was already setting the bar too high.

I closed the app.

Then opened it again.

Not the same one.

A different one.

One I had downloaded months earlier and never used because it required too much personality. It asked for prompts, preferences, politics, drinking habits, ideal Sundays, photos that showed “your authentic self”, as though the self were a seasonal vegetable best displayed in natural light.

I stared at the blank profile screen.

Name.

Age.

Gender.

Looking for.

I don’t know why I did it.

That is not entirely true. I know why in the way one knows there is a draught in a room but cannot find the crack. I was bored. I was lonely. I was curious. I wanted to be spoken to without carrying the whole dull weight of being a man expected to begin, impress, amuse, pursue and accept rejection with good humour.

I wanted, just for a moment, to be approached.

Not as Martin.

As someone else.

The app asked for a name. I typed Marie. Deleted it. Too ordinary. Lena. Deleted that too. Too sharp. Clara. No. Clara sounded like she wrote thank-you notes by hand and owned good boots.

Then I typed Mara.

Mara.

Short, but not plain. Soft without being weak. A little guarded. A woman who might drink black coffee, own one expensive coat and not explain herself too quickly. I kept it. Age: thirty-two. Close enough. Not a fantasy age. Not twenty-four with a fresh face and a passion for rooftop bars. Thirty-two felt plausible. A woman with a job, a past, opinions about home décor and maybe politics.

Gender: woman.

My finger hovered over the screen.

It is strange how much power a dropdown box can have.

I tapped it.

Woman.

Looking for: men.

Another pause.

Then I tapped.

The app wanted photographs.

I had no plan for photographs. That alone should have stopped me. Normal liars come prepared. I was improvising, which is how people end up in situations requiring legal advice or expensive therapy.

I did not upload a face. I was not that far gone. Instead, I chose the most abstract options the app would tolerate. A close-up of a coffee cup on my kitchen table, cropped so nothing identifying appeared. A shot of my living-room bookshelves. A picture of the river at dusk from the week before. The app complained that profiles with face photos received more engagement.

“Good,” I muttered.

I was not trying to receive engagement. I was not trying to do anything. That lie lasted about twelve minutes.

For the bio, I wrote:

Quiet until I trust you. Better with words than crowds. I like old films, strong coffee, long walks and people who can be kind without making a performance of it.

I read it back and felt an unpleasant tug in my chest. It did not sound like a woman I had invented. It sounded like something I had not let myself say. The prompts came next.

A perfect Sunday: Coffee, clean sheets, a book I actually finish, and no one asking me to be more interesting before noon.

I am looking for: Someone who asks good questions and waits for real answers.

Worst habit: Disappearing into my own head and pretending I was only making tea. That didn’t even make sense.

That one made me put the phone down.

I got up, washed the bowl, wiped the counter, filled the kettle and stood in the kitchen while it boiled, feeling faintly ridiculous. This was harmless, I told myself. No face. No meetings. No damage. A fake profile in a sea of fake profiles. People lied on apps all the time. They lied about age, height, gym attendance, emotional availability, reading habits, intentions, and whether they were “basically over” their ex.

I had only changed the name and gender.

The kettle clicked off. I made tea I did not want and went back to the sofa. The profile was live. Almost immediately, men appeared. That was the first shock.

No matches. Likes. Little signals of interest were lighting up the screen with a frequency that felt indecent. A man holding a fish. A man in sunglasses in a car. A man called Tom, who had written: “Ask me anything”. A man with three gym photos and one quote about loyalty. A man whose opening message was just Hey, beautiful, despite there being no visible face to beautify.

The attention was crude, silly, and often lazy. Yet it had force. Mara, faceless and barely formed, was being noticed more in twenty minutes than Martin had been in months. It was not flattering exactly. Some of it was depressing. But beneath the depression was something I did not like admitting.

A little warmth.

Not from the men themselves. Most of them seemed as emotionally complicated as a teaspoon. But from the simple fact of being addressed differently. As if the space around me had shifted.

Then Julian appeared.

His profile was not anything out of the ordinary. No shirtless photo. No motorbike. No dead fish held aloft like a trophy. He was thirty-eight, a landscape architect, with dark hair, kind eyes and a smile that looked as if it had survived disappointment on more than one occasion. One photo showed him sitting on a low wall with a sketchbook. Another of him in a greenhouse, sleeves rolled up, looking slightly sunburnt. His bio read:

I design outdoor spaces and still cannot keep basil alive. Divorced, not bitter, or at least not much. I like dry humour, good conversation and people who are relaxed about themselves and life in general.

The message came three minutes later.

Julian: Mara is a nice name. It sounds quite exotic.

I stared at the screen.

That was better than Hey beautiful. But not by much, maybe.

I typed, then deleted, three answers. My first instinct was to be Martin pretending to be witty. That would not do. Mara, somehow, required more care.

Mara: I think my parents had pretensions above their station in life. My mother anyway.

Julian: I always struggle to start these conversations.

Mara: Me too.

Julian: I have a cat, if that helps put me in some sort of category.

I laughed. Not loudly. Not in a life-changing way. But enough that the flat seemed less still.

Mara: I don’t. Not sure I can be trusted to look after a live animal.

Julian: Cats take care of themselves. At least most of the time.

Mara: Have you had much luck finding people on this site. I’m fairly new.

Julian: I’ve met up with a few people. It’s not too bad, compared to some other sites I’ve tried.

The conversation moved easily. That was the second shock. I had expected awkwardness. I had expected to feel like a fraud immediately, to stumble over every answer, to invent favourite perfumes and childhood memories and some elaborate female biography that would collapse under the weight of any close interrogation. Instead, Julian asked questions that did not require fake facts so much as honesty.

What kind of old films?

Did I prefer the city or the country?

What did I do when I wanted to relax?

Mara answered.

I answered.

That was where the trouble really began.

Mara liked black-and-white films where people smoked too much and said cruel things beautifully. That was true. Mara preferred the coast in winter and cities maybe at night. She liked coffee and a good book and occasionally indulged in a quality bottle of red wine. When a day had been too much, Mara came home, changed into soft clothes, and sat listening to music.

It seemed easier to type as her.

Julian did not flirt. He did not push for photos. He did not call me "babe," which should be a minimum standard, but apparently now counts as a moral bookmark. He asked about the line in my profile and what I was looking for.

My flat was quiet. The tea had gone cold. A car passed outside, its headlights moving briefly over the ceiling. Part of me thought this was stupid. Part of me kind of liked the attention.

Mara: I don’t know, really. Maybe good conversation and then maybe something more. I’m kind of new to this so trying to take things slowly. You hear so many stories.

Julian took a moment to reply.

Julian: That is very well put.

Martin would have tried to say something smart, maybe even funny. Mara did not want to deflect, she wanted to be honest.

Mara: Thank you.

Julian: You’re welcome.

That was all. No joke. No rush away from sincerity. I felt oddly exposed.

By half past eleven, I knew I should delete the profile.

This had gone far enough. Further, in fact. It was one thing to create a fake woman as a private release valve. It was another to let a real man speak to her as if she existed. Julian was not one of the Hey, beautiful men. He seemed decent. He seemed careful. That made the lie worse.

I opened the settings.

Account.

Delete profile.

The app asked why I was leaving. There was no option for I accidentally became emotionally honest through a woman I invented while eating pasta from a bowl. My thumb hovered over confirm. A message appeared at the top of the screen.

Julian.

Julian: I should head to bed. Early site visit tomorrow. But I’ve enjoyed this. Thanks for talking to me.

I stared at the words.

Mara: Me too.

That should have been the end. A polite close. Then delete.

Julian: Can I say something without sounding alarming?

Mara: That depends how alarming it is.

Julian: I like talking to you, Mara. You feel real.

The phone lay in my hand.

The flat seemed to disappear around it.

You feel real.

That was the worst thing he could have said.

Mara was not real. I knew that. She had no face, no wardrobe, no body, no history beyond the careful fragments I had typed into the dark. She existed because I had been bored, lonely, curious, reckless. She was a profile made from fantasy and a name chosen on a Thursday night.

And yet. Everything I had told Julian that mattered had been true.

Not the gender. Not the surface. Not the shape he imagined at the other end of the messages. But the quietness. The love of books or the idea of walking in the country or taking the odd glass of wine.

Those had been mine. Or hers. Or both. I did not know.

I put the phone face down on the sofa beside me. Then picked it up again almost immediately, because apparently I had no dignity when a warm, clever man with kind eyes told an invented woman she felt real. I typed one answer.

Mara: That doesn’t sound alarming. It sounds honest.

Julian: I try to be.

I looked around my flat. The shelves, the lamp, the cold tea, the work bag by the door, the navy jumper folded over the chair. Martin’s ordinary life, neat enough to pass inspection, quiet enough to suffocate in. Then I looked back at the screen.

Mara: Ditto.

Julian replied a minute later.

Julian: Goodnight, Mara.

I should have deleted the profile then. I truly meant to. Instead, I wrote back.

Mara: Goodnight, Julian.

Then I sat in the dark long after the screen had gone black, feeling the first pretty lie settle into my life as if it had been waiting for a moment like this.


Chapter 2: The Woman in the Messages

I did not delete Mara the next morning.

I meant to.

That became the first proper lie.

Not the profile itself. Not the name, the gender, the carefully evasive photographs of coffee and river water. Those were obvious lies, the sort a person could point at and condemn with some confidence. The worse lie was the small practical one I told myself over breakfast.

I’ll delete it after work.

That sounded reasonable. Mature, even. I had a client call at nine, a packaging proof to approve before lunch, and Lucas who had sent an email at 11.46 p.m. saying he had “resolved the tension in the label architecture”, which meant he had moved a logo slightly left and expected praise.

So I put the phone face down on the kitchen table, ate toast, and behaved like a man in control of the situation.

The phone buzzed.

I looked at it immediately.

Julian: Morning, Mara. I hope you don’t mind me contacting you in the morning.

A simple message. Nothing dangerous in it, if you ignored the name.

Mara.

There she was again, appearing between crumbs and coffee, as if she belonged in the world. I should have felt guilty about leading him on. I did feel guilt. It sat in my stomach with the weight of something hefty and difficult to move. But beside it was another feeling, brighter and more difficult to dismiss. Someone had thought of me.

No. Not me. Her. That distinction should have protected me. Instead, it made everything worse. I typed back with one thumb while standing at the counter in my work trousers and socks.

Mara: My morning has started with coffee and a pretentious email from a supplier.

Julian replied before I had finished my coffee.

Julian: I get a lot of those, too.

Mara: I’ll get over it.

Julian: Good girl.

I smiled. Then stopped because smiling at the phone felt wrong. At work, Mara came with me.

Martin went to the office in a navy jumper, checked print schedules, chased quotes, and listened while Lucas explained that the craft gin label now had “more breathing space” which was frankly gibberish. Martin nodded at the right points, suggested the barcode should remain scannable if the client wanted shops to sell the bottle rather than merely admire it, and booked a courier for a sample run.

Mara waited in my pocket. That is how it felt.

Every buzz of the phone made me aware of her. Not as a profile, but as a second pulse. Julian did not bombard me. That helped and did not help. A careless man would have made it easier to delete him. Julian sent messages with space around them, as if he had a life and knew Mara had one too.

At eleven, while I was pretending to read a spreadsheet, he asked what I did for work. I stared at the message for too long.

That should have been easy. I could have lied properly. Something feminine, perhaps, though the thought annoyed me the moment it arrived. What did that even mean? Florist, stylist, teacher, gallery assistant, yoga instructor, selling candles to other women? I was already deceiving him. I did not need to decorate the deception with clichés.

Mara had to be near enough to Martin to survive.

Mara: Project management. Packaging design. Less glamorous than it sounds, and it doesn’t sound very glamorous.

Julian: I don’t know. If you enjoy it, it doesn’t matter.

I smiled at my desk.

Lucas looked up from his monitor in the corner of the office we had given him. He was a fat bloke with a poor beard and an AC/DC t-shirt that had seen better days.

“All right?”

“Yes, I’m fine,” I said.

He nodded as if this were an important workplace update and put his headphones back on.

Mara: I have the pretentious supplier in the office, he smells of Lynx and doesn’t seem to have washed in a while.

Julian: Sounds like a fine figure of a man.

Mara: You should see his rates. It’s criminal.

Julian: That’s where I’ve been going wrong.

It was easy. That was the problem.

By the end of the day, I had told Julian that I preferred cooking for other people to cooking for myself, which was true. That I hated loud restaurants where everyone pretended shouting was atmosphere, true. That my worst habit was disappearing from chats when I felt too seen, painfully true. That after work I often walked by the river before going home, also true, though I had not done it for weeks because I had lost a bit of my mojo.

Julian asked ordinary questions.

That was how Mara grew. Not through invention, but through responses.

Favourite food? I nearly wrote pasta because I had eaten it standing at the counter and it seemed available. Then I thought properly.

Mara: Roast chicken, if someone else makes it. Not fancy. Just done well, with potatoes that have absorbed more butter than a doctor would approve of.

Julian: That is an excellent answer. Mine is probably bread. Which makes me sound simple.

Mara: Bread is not simple. I sometimes make bread. It doesn’t end well.

Julian: You’re probably being hard on yourself.

Mara: I will send you a picture of the results of my labour.

Worst habit?

Mara: I act as if I don’t mind, then keep it internalised until my head seems like its going to explode.

What frightens you?

That one sat unanswered through a meeting about a vegan protein bar pouch. The client wanted “approachability without softness”. I wrote this down as if it meant something, then spent twenty minutes thinking about fear.

Martin had many acceptable fears. Career stagnation. Illness. Rent increases. Becoming the sort of man who talked too much about mortgage rates. But Mara did not want to give an acceptable answer. Mara, it seemed, was less interested in dignity than Martin had been.

At lunch, I sat on a bench near the office and typed.

Mara: Not finding the right person to grow disgracefully old with.

I nearly deleted it. I did not. Julian took eight minutes to reply. I know because I watched them pass.

Julian: We all want that. The trouble is finding the right person.

I put the phone down on my knee and looked at the street in front of me. A bus stopped. Two students crossed the road, sharing a bag of crisps. A woman in a red coat argued on her phone about an unpaid bill. The day was mild, with a pale sun caught between buildings, and the world did not seem to care that I had told a stranger the truth while pretending to be a woman.

After work, I walked by the river because Mara had said I did. That was the first time she changed something in Martin’s life.

It was not dramatic. I did not stride into a new destiny with a scarf flying behind me. I simply took the long way home, past the water, past the rowers carrying their boat, past the benches where people sat with takeaway coffees and faces full of boredom. The air was cool, the sky still bright. I took a photograph of the river, considered sending it, then did not.

Instead, I went home and opened the app before I took off my shoes. Julian had sent a message.

Julian: I like gardens. People think they’re looking at the garden, but really they’re seeing weather, soil, time, neglect, care, everything hidden underneath.

That was quite poetic.

Mara: Are you comparing me to shrubbery?

Julian: Only with respect.

Mara: I’ll allow it.

Julian: Generous woman.

Woman. The word landed differently because it came wrapped in humour. Not a crude label, not a category box on an app, but something Julian seemed to accept without questioning. Generous woman. I sat on my sofa in my work clothes, shoes still on, and read it several times.

Mara became more detailed that week.

I told myself I was keeping her consistent. That was the practical excuse. If the profile stayed up for another day, which it did, and then another, which it also did, then she needed to hold together. In truth, I liked finding out what she would say. It was becoming addictive.

Mara liked black coffee in the morning but tea at night. She preferred silver jewellery to gold because gold felt a little gaudy. She owned too many books and had finished fewer than she claimed. She hated being asked to smile in photographs. She liked men who did not pretend they were something they weren’t. She had once cried at a documentary about a restored railway station and still maintained it was mostly because she was tired.

Not the sort of woman men on dating apps claimed to want in theory and ignored in practice. She was thoughtful, funny when cornered, guarded, and lonelier than she admitted. Julian seemed to understand the shape of that loneliness without trying to explore it too much.

I began to answer him as Mara before I knew what Martin thought. And that was dangerous.

Martin filtered. Martin considered how to sound reasonable. Martin softened strong opinions and sharpened weak ones until everything became suitable. Mara answered from somewhere closer to her heart.

What do you want from life?

That came on Sunday afternoon. I had spent the morning cleaning the flat, partly because the shelves were dusty and partly because guilt requires some sort of payment. And I was beginning to feel guilty. I was deceiving Julian and I had no right. The sun was out again, proper sun this time, bright enough to make the windows look filthy. I opened them, let fresh air in, and stood for a while in the living room listening to traffic and a dog barking somewhere below.

Then Julian asked what Mara wanted from life. I did not answer for nearly an hour.

I made coffee. I watered a plant that had been surviving in dry soil for too long. I put laundry in the machine. I checked the app three times and closed it again. Taking a deep breath, I wondered whether it was time to close the app. Get on with my sad life and leave Mara behind.

Instead, I wrote:

Mara: To stop feeling like I’m waiting for permission.

The answer frightened me because it was not something I had known before I typed it.

Julian replied:

Julian: Permission for what?

I looked around the flat. The straight shelves. The decent sofa. The work bag by the door. The life that looked fine enough to stop anyone from asking harder questions.

Mara: I don’t know yet. To live maybe. I seem to have stagnated for some reason.

Julian: That’s an honest answer.

I set the phone on the table and sat back. Julian was real. His kindness was real. His time was real. The fact that I was using a woman’s name to tell him about my life did not make the falsehood harmless. If anything, it made it more intimate.

On Monday evening, he asked for a photo.

Not suddenly. Not crudely. We had been talking about work, then about old houses, then about how both of us distrusted people who said they loved spontaneity because it usually meant they expected someone else to provide it.

Then:

Julian: I don’t want to push, and you can absolutely say no. But may I see you?

I froze.

The flat seemed to go quiet around the phone.

There it was. The border I had pretended would not arrive because I had been careful and faceless and clever. May I see you? Martin had no answer. Mara did.

Mara: I’m not ready for that.

Julian: That’s all right. I wondered if it might be too soon.

Mara: It isn’t you.

Julian: I didn’t think it was.

That made it worse.

If he had sulked, pushed, made some joke about being “owed” a picture, I could have deleted him in disgust and been almost grateful. Instead, he accepted the boundary with the same patience he seemed to bring to everything.

I threw the phone onto the sofa. Then picked it up again.

I went into the kitchen and filled a glass of water. Drank half. Poured the rest away. Opened the fridge, saw nothing I wanted, closed it. Checked the app. No new message. I opened a browser on my laptop. This is where the guilt sharpened into something uglier. I searched for images of women’s hands holding coffee.

Even typing that makes me hate myself a little.

There were hundreds. Beautiful hands, ordinary hands, ringed hands, manicured hands, hands around mugs, takeaway cups, espresso cups, hands in sunlight, hands near books, hands in jumpers, hands that belonged to women who did not know a man in Bath was considering borrowing them to continue a lie.

I should have stopped.

I did not.

I found one eventually. A cropped image already, no face visible. A woman’s hand around a white coffee cup, sleeve of a grey jumper pulled over the wrist, pale nails, a wooden table. It looked enough like Mara. Worse, it looked enough like something I might have taken if Mara existed in my flat.

I edited it. Cropped closer. Adjusted the colour. Removed the background detail that might have made it searchable too easily, though I knew that was not the moral issue and hated the technical care of it.

Then I sent it.

Mara: This is all I can manage. I know it’s not much.

The moment after sending was awful.

I had done something different now. The profile had been false, yes. The name false. But the messages had carried real feeling. This photo did not. This was stolen evidence of a body I did not have.

Julian replied three minutes later.

Julian: It’s more than enough. You have lovely hands.

I put the phone down.

Walked away.

Came back.

Read it again.

Lovely hands.

Not even my hands.

And still the compliment moved through me with such force I had to sit. I imagined Mara’s hand holding coffee. Mara’s sleeve. Mara’s nails. Mara on the other end of the message, shy enough to send only a fragment and still be received kindly. I hated the deception. I hated the thrill more. Because it was not only about Julian thinking she had lovely hands. It was about wanting to have hands he could call lovely and not feel that it was all a deception.

I looked at my own hands.

They were not bad hands. Long-fingered, clean, a little dry from washing. Nails short. A small scar near the knuckle from a broken mug years ago. I had never thought much about them except when shaking hands in meetings or carrying shopping. For the first time, I wondered what they would look like with better care.

With cream. With shaped nails. Wrapped around a coffee cup in sunlight.

Mara: Thank you. I nearly didn’t send it.

Julian: I’m glad you did. Not because I needed proof. Because I like being trusted.

Trusted.

That word hurt.

I was not trusting him. I was misleading him with fake images. Yet part of me had trusted him. With the fear. With the careful refusal. With the small fragment, false as it was, offered in place of the whole.

Mara: I’m difficult about being seen.

Julian: I guessed.

Mara: Does that put you off?

Julian: No. It makes me want to go carefully.

No one had ever spoken to Martin like that.

Perhaps no one ever had reason to.

That night, I did not sleep well.

I dreamed of hands. It was weird and feverish. Just hands doing ordinary things. Nothing more. Buttoning a coat. Holding a cup. Brushing hair from a face I could not see. In the morning, I woke with my own hand resting on the pillow near my mouth and felt an ache so quiet I almost missed it.

Julian and I kept talking.

By then, deleting the profile had become something I planned in the same way I planned to sort the cupboard under the sink: sincerely, eventually, not today. Never.

On Tuesday, he told me about a garden he was designing for a woman who wanted “wildness, but tidy”, which he said described most of England. I told him about a client who wanted packaging that felt “quietly disruptive”, and he suggested perhaps the box could apologise while knocking something over. On Wednesday, he asked what I sounded like.

I stared at the message in the staff kitchen area while waiting for the kettle to boil.

Julian: I realised I’ve been hearing you in my head. That seems unfair, as you may sound entirely different.

Mara: What do I sound like in your head?

Julian: Low. Warm. A little dry. Someone who says kind things as if hoping no one notices.

I read that three times.

Low.

Warm.

Not high. Not girlish. Not ridiculous. A voice I might almost have.

Mara: That is suspiciously specific.

Julian: Occupational hazard. I imagine things before they exist. It’s a bad habit, I know.

My hand tightened around the phone. Before they exist.

Mara: That’s a dangerous habit.

I knew what was coming before the message arrived.

Julian: Would you ever want to talk? Just voice, no video. Only if you wanted to. I won’t press.

The kettle clicked off behind me.

Steam rose. Someone from accounts came in, opened the fridge, complained that her yoghurt had vanished, and left again with a sour look on her face. The ordinary world continued with its petty dairy crimes while my pulse hammered in my throat.

The photo had been a stolen fragment. Voice would be worse because it would have to come from me. Not a picture found online. Not Mara’s invented hands. Mine.

Mara: I don’t know.

Julian: That’s allowed.

Mara: I’m shy.

Julian: I guessed that too.

Mara: You guess a lot.

Julian: I’m wrong plenty. But with you, I want the chance to chat.

I stood in the staff kitchen, phone in hand, and felt the lie wrap around me. A name had been one thing. Messages another. A photo had been bad enough.

But voice meant Mara could no longer remain entirely anonymous. She would need breath. Timing. Hesitation. Sound. Something that sounded feminine and wasn’t questioned.

I looked down at my hands again.

Long fingers. Dry skin. No polish. Not lovely, but perhaps not hopeless. Then I looked back at Julian’s message.

Julian: No pressure. But I’d like to hear you, Mara.

I did not answer for a long time.

When I did, the reply was small and reckless in equal measure.

Mara: Maybe tomorrow.


Chapter 3: Mara’s Voice

I did not call Julian the next day. This was not cowardice, I told myself. But it was. I had started something and didn’t have the courage to end it or, more realistically, take it to the next level.

I spent most of Thursday pretending work required my full attention. It did not. Work required about 36% of my attention and a basic willingness not to approve a label proof with the barcode upside down. The rest of me was elsewhere, sitting inside the possibility of a voice call and refusing to let it go. I would find myself role-playing what it would be like to actually talk in person as Mara. It was totally absurd, but I couldn’t get the notion out of my head.

Julian had left the question hanging between us.

No pressure. But I’d like to hear you, Mara.

That was the problem with Julian, I was beginning to discover. He did not press. He did not demand. He did not turn everything into a challenge, something his masculine self needed to achieve, like getting the girl he was chatting with online to take the next step. He left space, and in that space my guilt grew and gnawed at me in a way I hadn’t felt in a long while.

At lunch, I typed three replies.

Mara: I don’t think I can.

Deleted.

Mara: I’m not ready.

Deleted.

Mara: Maybe tonight, but only for a minute or two. Maybe.

I stared at that one for so long that the screen dimmed. Then I deleted it too.

By the time I got home, I was exhausted from not doing anything. This is a more specialised kind of exhaustion than people realise. Actually doing a frightening thing has at least the dignity of action. Avoiding it all day turns you into a nervous wreck.

The flat was bright when I came in. Evening sun lay across the floorboards and found every place I had failed to dust. A neighbour had left a window open somewhere, and I could hear music drifting faintly across the courtyard. Something with piano. Calm, tasteful, entirely unsuitable for a man considering whether to feminise his voice for a stranger he had deceived on a dating app. What was I hoping to gain? I thought.

I took off my jacket, placed my work bag by the door and started to make a cup of tea. My phone buzzed before the kettle boiled.

Julian: I hope your Thursday wasn’t too crazy.

I smiled before remembering I was in trouble.

Mara: It was quiet. The way I like it, no dramas.

Julian: Mine involved a client asking whether I could give him a discount for cash.

Mara: Did you?

Julian: I made a small concession. I think it disappointed him.

Mara: Shame on you.

I leaned against the counter, phone in hand, kettle clicking off behind me. There it was again, that ease. That shared little rhythm. I wanted to keep it. That was the dangerous fact underneath all my guilt. I did not continue because I was having a laugh. I continued because talking to him, as Mara, gave me access to a version of myself I did not want to lose.

Julian: Also, please don’t feel awkward about yesterday. I meant what I said. No pressure about calling.

That made me feel worse.

Mara: I do feel awkward.

Julian: I guessed. I suppose I will have to wait. They say patience is a virtue.

I stared at the phone. I wondered if he would eventually give up and disappear. There was only so much someone could take.

Mara: Thank you.

Julian: Tonight I’m going to make pasta and binge-watch a series. I’ll catch you later.

I should have let it end there. Instead, I typed:

Mara: I’m shy about my voice.

The message sat there after I sent it, looking too small for the lie beneath it. Julian replied after a minute.

Julian: That’s all right. I understand.

I set the phone down on the counter.

I understand.

A voice carries more than sound. It carries age, class, mood, region, sleep, education, damage, desire, and defence. A person can choose clothes, crop photographs, write messages slowly enough to become braver than they are. But voice arrives alive. Voice hesitates in real time. Voice betrays the body it comes from.

Mara had borrowed my feelings. Now she wanted my throat. I made the tea and did not drink it. Then I opened my laptop. Searching for how to sound like a woman felt too blunt, so I tried several cowardly versions first.

Softer voice tips.

Voice training basics.

How to speak more gently.

Then, because the internet is untroubled by euphemism, it led me exactly where I had been trying not to go.

Voice feminisation.

I sat back from the laptop while my heart began to beat wildly as if I had suddenly been shown a door into another world. There were videos. Many videos. Some by speech therapists. Some by trans women. Now, I really didn’t have an excuse. Not if this worked, anyway.

I chose a calm-looking woman in a green jumper. Her first bit of advice startled me because it was not about pitch as you might expect. Do not just push your voice higher, she started by saying. I paused the video.

This had been my fear, of course. That Mara’s voice would come out as some dreadful squeak, some pantomime femininity that would insult women, expose me, and force me to throw my phone into the river, change my identity and hide from the world until it had stopped laughing. But the woman in the video spoke about resonance, breath, placement, and intonation. She spoke about relaxing the throat, bringing the voice forward, and avoiding strain. She said a feminine voice could be lower than people thought, and a forced high pitch often sounded less natural.

I watched the whole video. Then another.

Then three more, because apparently, once you begin secretly teaching yourself feminine speech in your living room, you can never get enough advice. I learned that voices had weight, brightness, movement. That speaking softly was not the same as whispering. That trying too hard made everything worse. This was disappointing, as trying too hard was one of my core skills.

At half past eight, I sat on the sofa and said, “Hello, Julian,” in what I thought might be Mara’s voice. It was appalling. Not because it sounded male.

Because it sounded like Martin trying to be something he wasn’t. I tried again. Higher. Worse. Lower. Still Martin, now with a cold. I put my face in my hands. The neighbour’s music continued through the open window. The world had no respect for my private challenges. I was sitting alone and feeling embarrassed because I couldn’t talk in a girl’s voice.

I opened the voice recorder on my phone.

Maybe I was being too critical. I pressed record and said, “Hi, Julian. It’s Mara. I’m nervous, so be kind.”

I played it back. No. Absolutely not. I deleted it so quickly my thumb slipped.

The second recording was too breathy. The third sounded like someone reading a prepared message in a hostage video. The fourth was better for two seconds, then I panicked halfway through and messed up the end. The fifth made me laugh because I had somehow become a soft-spoken estate agent.

I made tea again. Still did not drink it.

By nine, I had moved from the sofa to the bathroom, because the acoustics were different and because, apparently, there seemed to be no end to the humiliation I would put myself through to sound like a girl. I stood in front of the mirror and practised lifting my voice without pushing it into a falsetto.

“Hi, Julian.”

Too flat.

“Hi, Julian.”

Too sweet.

“Hi, Julian.”

Almost nothing.

I looked at myself in the mirror. Martin Vale, thirty-four, decent job, navy jumper, perfectly all right life, standing in his bathroom trying to find a woman in his voice because a man he had never met had asked to hear her. It should have been funny. Parts of it were funny. The rest was too close to something I had no name for.

I recorded again.

“Hi, Julian. It’s Mara. I’m nervous, so be kind.”

I played it back. This time, I did not delete it at once.

It was still my voice. That surprised me less than it should have. I had expected, or perhaps hoped, that Mara would require a complete escape from Martin. But the recording did not sound like it was from a different person. It sounded like me but gentler. More careful. The consonants softened. The voice sat a little higher, yes, but not in the silly way I had feared. It had less weight pressing down on it.

It sounded vulnerable. I hated it. I listened again. Then again. By the fourth listen, I no longer hated it quite as much.

I sent Julian a message before I could think myself back into silence.

Mara: I might be able to call for a minute. Only a minute.

The reply came quickly.

Julian: I’d like that. And a minute is plenty.

Mara: If I panic, I’ll hang up.

Julian: Then I’ll assume panic and not rejection.

Mara: You’re annoyingly kind.

Julian: I’ll put that on my profile.

I walked around the flat for ten minutes holding the phone. The call button was absurdly small for something that could ruin me. I checked my hair, which made no sense because he would not see me. I changed my jumper, which made even less sense. I drank water. I tried the voice once more.

“Hello.”

No.

“Hi.”

Better.

I opened the app.

Julian was online.

My thumb hovered.

I nearly put the phone down. Then Mara, who had become somehow braver in text than Martin had ever managed in life, pressed call. It rang once. Twice. Three times.

I hoped he would not answer. He answered.

“Hello?”

His voice was warmer than I expected. That was the shock. Messages had let me imagine him at a manageable distance. His voice arrived in the room.

“Hi,” I said.

One syllable. Barely a performance. Barely anything. Silence. Not long. But I felt it.

“Mara?” he asked.

The name changed me.

“Yes,” I said, and my own voice almost vanished under the pressure of hearing him say it.

“Hi.”

He sounded pleased, but he did not make a show of it. That helped. I sat down on the sofa because my legs had become unreliable.

“This is strange,” I said. The voice came out soft, a little rough at the edge.

“It is,” Julian said. “But not in a bad way.”

“You don’t know that yet.” I breathed out, almost laughing.

There was a pause, but not an empty one. I could hear something in the background on his end. A pan maybe. The faint scrape of a chair. Domestic sounds. Real life. Julian in a kitchen somewhere, speaking to Mara as if she were real.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“For being nervous?”

“For sounding nervous.”

“I don’t mind nervous,” he said. “It usually means you care.”

My throat tightened. I looked around my flat, searching for something ordinary to hold onto. The lamp. The bookshelf. The mug on the table. The plant by the window, still alive through no fault of mine.

“I nearly didn’t call,” I said.

“I thought you might not.”

“You sound very calm about that.”

“I was pretending. I checked my phone a disgraceful number of times.”

That made me smile.

“You did?”

“Yes. Very undignified. I moved it to another room at one point.”

A laugh escaped me. Small, but real. On the other end of the call, Julian went quiet.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing. You have a lovely laugh.”

I nearly ended the call. My thumb moved towards the screen by instinct. Lovely. My laugh. My sound. My body, betraying Mara into the world, and Julian had called it lovely.

“Mara?” he asked.

I swallowed.

“I’m here.”

“Too much?”

“A bit.”

“Sorry.”

“No. Don’t be. I’m just not good at this sort of thing.”

I had not meant to say that. The words came from somewhere below the voice I had practised. Julian did not answer immediately. When he did, his voice was quieter.

“I’ll be careful, then.”

The call lasted four minutes and twenty-two seconds.

I know because I checked afterwards, as if the duration could explain what had happened.

We talked about nothing and everything. His pasta had stuck to the pan. My tea had gone cold. He had a site visit in the morning. I had a client review I did not want to deal with. He asked whether speaking was worse than I had feared, and I said no, which was true. He told me I sounded nervous and lovely.

There was that word again.

Lovely.

He did not say feminine. He did not say sexy. He did not push. He did not ask for more than I was willing to give. He accepted the voice as it arrived and made room for it.

At the end, I said I should go before I lost courage. He said, “Then go while you still can.”

I sat listening to him breathe.

Then said, “Goodnight, Julian.”

My voice held.

“Goodnight, Mara.”

I ended the call.

The flat fell silent.

The kind of silence that follows a door closing after someone important leaves. I sat on the sofa with the phone in my hand, not moving, listening to the echo of my own voice in memory. I realised I was trembling slightly.

Mara had spoken. Not perfectly. Not without fear.

But she had spoken.

And Julian had heard her for the first time.

I opened the voice recorder and played the final practice clip again. Hi, Julian. It’s Mara. I’m nervous, so be kind.

It no longer sounded like an experiment.

It sounded like a beginning.

That was when the next truth arrived. Words were no longer enough. Messages had given Mara thoughts. The photo had given her a borrowed fragment. The call had given her breath and brought her to life.

If Mara had a voice, she would soon need a face.


Chapter 4: Mara Begins to Change

By Saturday morning, I had decided to end it. For real this time. I’d had my fun but now this was getting dangerous.

That was the plan, anyway.

The sort of plan a mature man with a decent job, a clean kitchen and a dangerous secret might make after hearing his invented female self speak to a real man for four minutes and twenty-two seconds.

It had gone far enough. Further than far enough. The profile should have been deleted after the first evening, then after the photo of the hands, then definitely after the call. There are only so many times a man can stand at the edge of a precipice and tell himself the next step is harmless.

So, on Saturday, I woke early, made coffee, opened the app and went straight to Mara’s profile settings.

Delete account.

The button was there. I pressed it.

A confirmation screen appeared.

Are you sure?

The arrogance of that question annoyed me. No, app, I thought, I am not sure. If I were sure, this would not suddenly give me pause for thought. Why was I being so stupid?

I put the phone down.

Not deleted.

Not yet.

The flat was bright, sunlight filling the living room and turning the river beyond the window into strips of silver between buildings. It was one of those Bath mornings that made the city look clean and welcoming. Pale stone, blue sky, people outside already carrying shopping, queuing at bus stops, laughing and joking. Someone on the pavement below was talking animatedly on his phone. A cyclist went past wearing lycra that didn’t suit his rather bulky frame.

I stood in the kitchen holding my coffee and told myself, again, that I was going to end it. Mara would vanish with dignity. Julian would be hurt, perhaps, or confused, but he’d find someone else to obsess over. He had a real life. Landscape projects, plants to put in the ground, and clients who wanted emotionally aware gardens. He would survive the disappearance of a woman with no face. He might even assume she had panicked, which would be true enough.

My phone buzzed.

Of course, I looked at it.

Julian: Morning, Mara. I hope you’re having a relaxing Saturday morning.

I hated him a little for being easy to like. I typed anyway.

Mara: It’s bright and sunny. I might go for a walk.

Julian: That sounds like a plan. I’ve got some accounts to do.

Mara: Poor you.

I smiled, then quickly closed the app, as if smiling were a dreadful sin.

The delete screen remained somewhere in the back of my mind, waiting with quiet judgment. I decided to shower. Then I would delete the damned profile.

In the bathroom, the mirror showed Martin Vale in the harsh light of a Saturday morning: hair flattened on one side, stubble at the jaw, shoulders narrower than I liked, chest lightly covered with hair, face not unattractive but hardly Brad Pitt. A perfectly ordinary man. A man who could delete a dating profile and go about his day without fretting too much. A man who might buy bread, answer emails, phone his mother, and perhaps meet Rakesh for a pint if he finally replied to the message from three days ago.

A man who had spoken as a girl called Mara and been called lovely.

I turned on the shower.

Steam began to cloud the mirror. I undressed and stepped under the water, letting it run hot over my shoulders, my chest, my legs. Nothing had changed, I told myself. Not really. The voice call had been a line, yes, but not an irreversible one. People did stranger things online every day and returned to normality.

The trouble was that I did not feel as if I had returned.

The voice had stayed with me. Not the practised sound exactly. Not the softer placement or the careful way I had learned to lift the words to make them more feminine. It was more than that. Speaking as Mara had opened a small chamber inside me, and now everything echoed there. Even my normal voice, muttering about shampoo and trying not to get water in my eyes, sounded like only one version of the truth.

I washed quickly, then stood under the water longer than necessary. When I stepped out, I reached for the towel and saw the hair on my leg.

Just saw it. That was all.

Yesterday, last week, my whole life up to this point had been background. A fact of the body. Not loved, not hated, barely noticed. Now it appeared suddenly deliberate, as if my leg had made a statement I had not approved. I sat on the closed toilet lid, towel around my waist, and stared.

This, I told myself, was absurd.

Body hair was not the issue. Mara was a profile. A voice. A deception. Shaving my legs would not make anything better. It would not make Julian less deceived. It would not make Mara more real. It would only add another ridiculous secret to an already stupid scenario.

I stood, wondering if I was having some sort of mental breakdown.

Then I opened the bathroom cabinet. There was a razor inside. An ordinary disposable razor, the sort bought in a multipack and forgotten until needed. Shaving foam under the sink. Moisturiser somewhere in the bedroom, because my sister had once given me a bottle for Christmas with the comment, “You’re starting to look like you need a bit of skincare.”

I placed the razor and foam on the sink. Then stood there looking at them.

I picked up my phone from the shelf by the sink and searched for shaving legs for the first time. The internet offered instructions as if it wasn’t all common sense. Exfoliate first. Use warm water. Do not rush. Shave with care around knees and ankles.

Moisturise afterwards.

Apparently, moisturising was not optional. The internet was very firm about this. There were warnings about razor burn, bumps, ingrown hairs, itching, and other weird regret. I read three articles and watched half a video by a woman who spoke with the calm authority of someone who had never ruined her life via a dating app.

I put a towel on the floor because the bathroom was small and I am not a complete animal. I filled the sink with warm water, then changed my mind and ran the shower again to soften the skin properly, because if one is going to do something this stupid, one may as well avoid razor burn. The mirror fogged. The extractor fan began its tired little protest.

I started with my chest.

This seemed less frightening than legs, though I could not have explained why. Perhaps because I shaved my face, and the chest was nearer to familiar territory. Perhaps because legs felt too symbolic. Men had shaved chests. Athletes. Swimmers. Men who owned gym memberships and talked about macros. There were explanations available.

The first stroke of the razor through foam left a pale strip down the centre of my chest. I stopped. The change was not dramatic. That made it worse. It was small, practical, undeniable. Hair gone. Skin there. Not new skin, obviously. It had always been there. But exposed now, made visible.

I rinsed the razor. Another stroke. Then another.

Hair gathered in the blade and swirled into the sink. The process was awkward rather than graceful. Foam slipped where I did not want it. The razor clogged. I missed a patch near my collarbone and had to go back. I nicked myself once, which produced a bead of blood so small it still managed to feel accusatory.

“Brilliant,” I muttered.

A man pretending to be a woman online, bleeding into shaving foam because he could not manage his own chest. There was no glamour in it.

Glamour would have made it easier to call the whole thing fantasy. This was not fantasy. This was a towel on the floor, a blocked sink, wet hair clinging to porcelain, and me trying to work out whether I was doing something stupid or something different. When my chest was done, I rinsed and looked down. The smoothness startled me.

My torso looked softer. Not weaker, though that was the word I reached for. Softer in the way light changes a room when curtains are opened. The shape of me was clearer without the hair.

I touched the centre of my chest with two fingers. The contact felt too direct.

Underarms next.

This was worse in practical terms and less emotional, which I appreciated. It involved lifting one arm, trying not to slip, discovering angles no adult man should have to negotiate in a bathroom the size of a cupboard, and making several noises that would have concerned a neighbour if the fan had not been covering for me.

Arms followed. I had not planned arms. The articles suggested it only if desired. Desired was not a word I intended to use. Yet once chest and underarms were done, my forearms looked suddenly wrong to me. Too rough. Too obviously masculine.

So arms too. By then, the sink was struggling. It’s not the best plumbing in the world in my flat. I had to scoop hair out and slap into to the small waste bin.

The legs waited. I sat on the edge of the bath and looked at them. This was the line. This. The body changed in a way I would feel every time fabric touched skin. I could hide it under trousers, yes, but hiding does not stop awareness. My heart was beating a little more rapidly, and I seemed to be short of breath.

I spread foam along my right calf.

The first stroke was smoother than I expected.

The strip left behind was startling.

I felt my breath catch.

The leg looked almost indecently bare, as if I had removed not hair but an explanation. I had seen women’s legs like that all my life without thinking of the labour beneath them. Smoothness had seemed natural because it was presented as natural. On me, the process was messy and slow.

I shaved down the calf, then up around the shin, careful near the ankle because the internet had frightened me. Hair came away. Skin emerged. My leg became unfamiliar by inches.

Halfway through, I stopped and laughed. I was definitely having some sort of breakdown.

The knee was difficult. The back of the knee was worse. The thigh required a kind of concentration that made me wish I had taken up a safer hobby, such as welding. With every stroke upward, the act became more intimate. Hair on the shin could be treated as maintenance. Thighs felt private. Not sexual exactly. Just close. The razor moved, foam parted, skin appeared, and I had the odd sensation of meeting my own body without its usual disguise.

When the right leg was finished, I stood and looked in the mirror.

One smooth leg.

One hairy leg.

A half-changed man in a fogged bathroom.

I thought of Mara’s imagined hand holding coffee, Julian saying "lovely," the voice call, the word "vulnerable" arriving through the recorder. I thought of the woman I had invented to speak honestly because I did not know how to do it as myself.

Then I sat and started the left leg.

It took less time.

Then I had the choice of doing my nether reasons. I looked down at how smooth I was and finally decided it was all in and began to shave off my pubic hair.

At the end, I showered again.

Hair and foam swirled towards the drain. Warm water ran over my chest, arms and legs. Without hair, the water felt different. As if it was clinging to my flesh more.

I closed my eyes.

For a moment, there was no app, no Julian, no plan to delete the profile. Only the new sensation of skin under water and the unnerving fact that I did not hate it. Afterwards, I dried carefully.

Then moisturised.

I had found the bottle in my bedroom drawer. It was labelled body lotion and smelled faintly of almond. I stood in the bathroom and applied it with the seriousness of a man who is doing something important for the first time. Calves first. Then thighs. Arms. Chest. Underarms carefully because I had learned pain could arrive late if invited.

The moisturiser changed the smoothness.

My hand moved over my leg, and the skin beneath it felt warm, soft, mine and not mine. I tried to imagine Mara’s hands doing this as routine. Mara after a shower, moisturising before bed, not having to turn every touch into a performance.

I did not know whether that thought comforted me or broke my heart a little. The robe was hanging on the back of the bathroom door.

I rarely wore it. It had been a gift from my mother years ago, navy cotton, good quality, mostly ignored because I tended to get dressed straight after showering. I put it on now because the thought of jeans against newly shaved legs felt wrong.

The robe settled over me.

I tied the belt.

Then wiped the mirror clear with my palm.

Martin looked back.

The face was still his. Stubble beginning again at the jaw because I had forgotten to shave properly in the middle of all this. Hair damp. Mouth uncertain. But below the robe, visible where the fabric parted and ended, were smooth legs. Smooth chest at the neckline. Arms without their familiar roughness.

I stepped closer to the mirror.

My body had not become feminine. Not in any complete way. Not even close. I was still Martin Vale in a navy robe, standing in a bathroom with shaving foam on the tap and hair clogging the sink. But something had been removed, and the removal had meaning. My body now seemed capable of being read differently. Not by the world yet. By me.

I went back to the living room and sat on the sofa. The sun had shifted, leaving the room warmer. The flat and me smelled faintly of almond lotion. I should have cleaned the bathroom immediately, but I was too aware of the robe against my legs. Every movement reminded me. Crossing one ankle over the other sent a shock of smooth skin against smooth skin. I opened the app.

The delete screen had disappeared.

Mara’s profile remained. Julian had sent a message.

Julian: I keep wondering what you look like.

I held the phone very still.

Of all the things he might have said, this one felt the most dangerous. Not a demand for proof. Not send me a picture. Just wondering. Imagining her in some private way, giving her a face that did not exist and a smile I had never let the world see properly.

I read the message again.

The cruel thing was that I knew.

Or thought I did.

Not the details. Hair, eyes, makeup, mouth. Those remained unmade. But the feeling of her smile. Softer than mine. Less apologetic. A smile that might accept being wanted without immediately checking for the exit.

I stood and went to the bathroom mirror again.

I looked at myself in the robe.

Then I smiled.

It felt foolish at first.

False.

I tried again, softer. Not a grin. Not Martin’s work smile, the one he used when a client made a joke about deadlines and expected gratitude for the pressure. Something smaller. Private.

The smooth skin changed it.

That sounds ridiculous, but it is true. My face had not altered, but my body beneath the robe had, and somehow the expression belonged to more of me. It was not Mara’s face yet. But perhaps it was the first time Martin’s face had made room for her.

My phone buzzed in my hand.

Julian again.

Julian: That sounded more intense than I meant it. Sorry. I only mean I like imagining you happy.

I leaned against the sink and closed my eyes.

He liked imagining Mara happy. The pretty lie pressed against me.

Mara: Don’t apologise. I’m just not used to someone wondering that.

I looked down at my leg where the robe had fallen open. Smooth skin. Almond scent. A line crossed in daylight. What was going to be next?

I set the phone on the sink agsain and rested my hand on my thigh.

My skin was warm beneath my palm. Smooth. Exposed. Changed by my own choice, even if I had pretended the choice was research, curiosity, anything but longing.

Mara had begun as messages.

Then my voice.

Now she had reached out and changed my body.

I stood there in the bathroom, one hand on my smooth leg, and understood that deleting the profile would no longer delete her.


Chapter 5: Lingerie Before the Camera

The parcel arrived on Tuesday.

I had ordered everything on Sunday night, which was already a bad decision made worse by the fact that I was sober, filled with a strange energy and wearing moisturiser on my smooth legs. I had expected the order to take longer. A week, perhaps. Ten days. Long enough for me to regain my common sense, cancel the delivery, move house, change my name or fake my death in a manner that would not inconvenience Royal Mail. In the meantime, Mara had not disappeared. If anything, she seemed to be getting stronger.

Instead, the website sent me cheerful updates. Order confirmed. Dispatched. Out for delivery.

By Tuesday morning, my phone informed me that the parcel containing the next stage of my collapse would arrive between 10:47 and 12:47. I was at work when the message came through. This meant I spent the better part of a client call about recyclable pouches wondering whether a neighbour might take the delivery in.

“Martin?” said Priya, my manager, from across the meeting room.

I looked up. The client was waiting on the screen, smiling with the strained optimism of a man who had used the phrase sustainable impact four times and believed this qualified as a strategy.

“Sorry,” I said. “Could you repeat the question?”

Priya gave me the look she reserved for people who had been present in body and absent in every other useful sense.

“The question was whether we can build more tactile warmth into the finish.”

“Yes,” I said, because packaging clients loved warmth almost as much as they feared being specific. I didn’t know what tactile warmth was, but I was pretty sure the client didn’t either. “We can look at an uncoated stock with a textured varnish.”

The client nodded as if I had offered him a cure. My phone buzzed again in my pocket. I did not check it and waited for the meeting to finish.

In the office kitchen, I opened the delivery app.

Your parcel has been delivered. Left in your designated safe place.

My designated safe place was behind the recycling bin beside the building entrance, which had seemed fine when the delivery involved printer paper or replacement toothbrush heads. It now seemed like a public gallery for evidence.

I imagined Mrs Patel from the flat below finding it. She was kind, but had the piercing gaze of a woman who had raised three sons and trusted none of them. She would not open the parcel, of course. She was not that kind of monster. But she would see the return label, raise one eyebrow, and know enough to become permanently polite in future.

The rest of the workday passed with insulting slowness. Mara messaged Julian at lunch, partly because I wanted to and partly because the alternative was thinking about the parcel sweating behind my bin.

Mara: Today seems to be dragging on.

Julian: I’ll let you take the afternoon off.

Mara: Thank you, kind sir.

I set the phone down on the table and stared at it.

I did not tell him about the parcel. I nearly did, in the vague way Mara had started telling him things without really thinking. I typed, I bought something today, then deleted it. Too much. Too likely to invite questions I could not answer without either lying more deeply or telling a truth that was not yet ready to be told.

At five-thirty, I walked home through town, feeling a strange excitement growing inside me. The day had turned clear, with a dry breeze moving dust along the pavement. Bath looked golden in the evening, which is one of its more endearing habits. The buildings glowed. The river caught the sky. Couples sat outside bars with glasses of wine, looking like people who had not ordered feminine underwear in a fugue state.

The parcel was there. Behind the recycling bin. Brown cardboard. My name. My address. No obvious clues unless one knew the retailer, which I now did and wished I did not.

I picked it up quickly, furtively, as if there was something to be embarrassed about. Nobody was watching. A student walked past, eating fish and chips with his fingers. A man unloaded shopping from a car. Mrs Patel’s curtains remained still, which was not always the case. The world went on its merry way, oblivious of what I was up to.

I carried the parcel upstairs. Inside the flat, I placed it on the kitchen table.

I made coffee. Then decided coffee was a poor idea because my pulse was already behaving like a trapped bird. I poured the coffee away and made tea. Then forgot to drink it. I opened my laptop and checked work emails. Nothing needed me to do anything. I considered cleaning the bathroom or the kitchen or my bedroom to distract myself. I wasn’t ready.

The parcel waited. At six-thirty, I opened a drawer and took out scissors. At six-thirty-two, I put them back.

At six-forty, I took them out again.

“Ridiculous,” I said aloud.

I cut the tape around the box. Inside was tissue paper, pale and crisp. Beneath it, the items I had chosen after two hours of online procrastination and four abandoned baskets. That was the thing that was worrying me. I had not bought the first things I saw. I had chosen. Slowly. Carefully.

No costume nonsense. No colours I could call tacky. No lace so dramatic I could blame the whole thing on a breakdown of taste and grey matter. I chose pieces because they seemed plausible. Wearable. Things Mara might own without thinking twice.

Cream panties.

A matching bra.

Silicone breast forms, modest size, wrapped in plastic.

A suspender belt.

Black stockings with lace tops.

A slip.

Nothing extreme.

If the garments had been ridiculous, I could have held them up, snorted, and closed the box. Sent them back. Instead, they lay there with quiet seriousness, ready to turn the body beneath the robe, beneath the work shirt, beneath the trousers, into something more defined. Mara defined. The thought sent a little shiver through me.

I picked up the bra first.

It looked small in my hands and alarmingly technical. Hooks, straps, cups, a structure I understood in theory from years of living near women and not being completely blind. Understanding in theory did not help.

I set it down.

The forms were heavier than expected.

I unwrapped one and held it in my palm. It was not alive, obviously. Not even close. A shaped silicone object. A piece of practical deceit. Yet the weight of it felt like a promise that Mara would be more than just a facade. My body had always been flat at the chest, not particularly muscular.

I put it back. Then took off my work clothes before I could change my mind.

The act of undressing had become different since Saturday. As if I was more aware. Shirt off, trousers down, socks removed. My smooth legs flashed in the mirror by the hallway, and I paused, caught again by the sight. The hair had not grown enough to notice. My skin still looked silky.

I showered because the thought of putting lingerie on a dirty body just didn’t seem right. That was new. Martin had never had strong beliefs about cleanliness to that degree. Mara, apparently, had other ideas.

Afterwards, I dried and moisturised with care.

That too was becoming a ritual. Calves, thighs, arms, chest. The lotion had nearly run out, so I made a mental note to buy more and then stood still, appalled by the thought.  I put on the robe and returned to the bedroom.

The lingerie lay on the bed now.

I closed the curtains, though it was not yet dark. The flat opposite had people in it. People with windows. People with eyes. I was not ready to become an anecdote told over dinner.

The panties came first. I stood over them for a long moment, then stepped in.

They slid up over smooth thighs and settled against me in a way that was not like men’s underwear. Less fabric. More exposure. More awareness of the femininity they promoted. They were not uncomfortable. That made it harder. I had expected everything to feel wrong enough to reject. Instead, the wrongness had a shape I could learn.

I looked in the mirror. A man in cream panties is a ridiculous thing if he decides to be. I tucked myself away and immediately felt that shiver of recognition again.

The bra was next.

I tried to put it on behind my back, failed, swore, tried again, failed with more feeling, and then remembered a video I had watched while pretending not to watch videos. Fasten at the front. Turn it round. Arms through straps. This worked.

The empty cups sat against my chest. That sight was worse than the panties because it looked unfinished, as if it were asking for completion. Not yet. The bra made absence visible. The forms waited on the bed. I picked one up, then the other. My hands trembled enough that I almost dropped one onto the floor.

I placed them into the cups. The bra changed. My reflection changed with it.

The weight was noticeable. Not heavy, but pulling the fabric into shape, tugging faintly against the straps, making me aware of the change. I adjusted the cups as best I could. The result was not perfect. The left sat slightly higher than the right until I fixed it. The straps needed tightening.

Breasts.

Not mine, not real, not in the biological sense. But there, under the bra, giving my chest a curve that changed the whole balance of the body in the mirror. The line from shoulder to waist altered. My arms hung differently. My posture shifted as if making room.

I touched one cup lightly.

The form beneath was firm, already warm against my skin.

I had expected disgust.

I did not feel it.

I sat on the bed before in panties and bra, breathing a little heavier.

The suspender belt took a few minutes. The clips were small, malicious things. I put the belt on backwards at first, then twisted it round, then had to work out which straps belonged where. The stockings were black, sheer, and more delicate than anything had a right to be. I rolled the first one down, placed my toes inside and eased it over my foot. The fabric caught once near the heel, and I was convinced I had laddered it. I had not. I continued more slowly, drawing it over the calf.

The sensation nearly stopped me.

Not because it was erotic in any simple way. It was too strange for that. The stocking held my smooth leg with a pressure that felt sensual. It made the leg look longer, cleaner, less a part of me. The skin beneath seemed to belong to the fabric, merging with it. I pulled it up to the thigh and fixed the first clip.

It snapped loose at once.

I swore.

Tried again.

It held.

The second stocking was easier, and I could feel a lump in my throat, an emotional outburst waiting to break free. Once both were fastened, I stood.

The pull of the straps changed everything.

A small tug at the thigh when I stepped. A reminder at the waist. The stockings made my legs visible even when I was not looking. The panties, bra, forms and belt created a hidden architecture that was difficult to ignore. None of it showed to the outside world. I was alone in my bedroom, curtains closed, phone on the bed.

But I felt dressed.

I put on the slip last.

It was cream, cut simply, with thin straps. It fell over the bra and panties, smoothing the shapes into one line. The hem ended above the knee with a lace trip, leaving the stockings visible. I adjusted the straps and stood before the mirror.

The face was still Martin’s. Hair damp, jaw unshaved since morning, eyes wide. No makeup. No wig. No softness in the places that mattered most. But below the face, something had begun. The lingerie gave me shape.

I had spent years treating my body as neutral equipment. It carried me to work. It sat in meetings. It wore jumpers. It ate pasta by the sink. It was maintained to the level required not to alarm colleagues. This was the first time I had dressed it not for function but for meaning. For Mara.

I walked to the living room, then back to the bedroom, learning the pull of the stockings. The slip moved against my thighs. The forms shifted slightly when I turned, making me adjust my posture. I looked ridiculous if I slouched. Less ridiculous when I stood straighter. The clothing taught me without speaking.

At the wardrobe mirror, I tried Mara’s voice.

“Hello.”

Too dry.

“Hello, Julian.”

Better.

The voice and the body did not yet match, but they knew of each other. They had been introduced. My phone buzzed on the bed. I froze. It was Julian.

Julian: How is the day going?

I sat on the edge of the bed in the slip and picked up the phone. The act felt obscene and ordinary at once. A man in lingerie texting another man as the woman he had invented, while the flat around him held its breath.

Mara: I’m having a good day.

Julian: Glad to hear it. What have you been up to?

Mara: Shopping. Just some clothes. A bit of retail therapy.

I looked down at myself. Cream slip. Stockings. Straps. Curves where there had been none.

Julian: That sounds like fun.

Mara: It was. What are you up to?

Julian: Just thinking of opening a bottle of red and treating myself to a takeaway.

I laughed softly. The sound came closer to Mara’s voice than Martin’s.

Mara: What’s the occasion?

Julian: Just finished a job that’s been taking a long while, and the client has paid me.

Mara: What takeaway are you having?

Julian did not reply for six minutes.

During those six minutes, I stood, sat, stood again, checked the stockings, adjusted the slip, checked the app, put the phone down, picked it up, and considered the fact that a person can ruin his life in cream lingerie without leaving his bedroom.

When the message came, I felt a strange flutter.

Julian: Sorry, next door neighbour wanted something. I might have a Chinese. Do you think you’d like to talk properly this evening?

I read it twice. Then a third time.

Mara: I don’t know.

Julian: I won’t force you.

Mara: That sounds like a good escape for me. I feel a little stupid.

Julian: Nonsense. I just like talking to you. You’re not like other girls.

I sat down. Hard. The bed shifted beneath me. The sentence went through me with such force that I had to put the phone face down on the duvet. Did he know? I hadn’t considered that I might already have given myself away.

I had been treating Mara as something that was beginning to develop and I didn’t know why. Perhaps that uncertainty was the worst of it. If Mara had felt entirely false, the moral ambiguity of it all would have been easier. Delete the profile. Apologise if possible. Return to life. But the more I changed, the less she felt like a disguise and the more she felt like something real.

I picked up the phone again.

Mara: What do you mean?

I added a drunken emoji to make things a little more light-hearted.

Julian: You seem genuine. Some of the people I’ve contacted on her don’t seem to care about being honest. You also sound feminine in a way that people might think is old fashioned.

I closed my eyes. He thought I was feminine.

I should have confessed. But the thought of him seeing me as Mara sent a quiet thrill through me.

I could feel the confession under my tongue, waiting behind the name Mara. But I was sitting there in lingerie for the first time, and the truth was too new to survive being handed back. I stroked one of the stockings, and a soft sigh escaped between my lips.

Mara: I like that description. I do like to feel feminine. Most of the time, anyway.

I looked at my legs in the mirror. Stockings. Smooth skin. The slip. The curve at my chest. We talked for a while longer, and I nearly broke and said that we could talk properly, but I chickened out at the last moment.

I stayed in the lingerie for another hour. That sounds like nothing. It was not nothing.

I did not pace the whole time or stare constantly into the mirror, though I did both. I made tea, which felt absurd in stockings. I sat on the sofa and discovered the slip rode up if I slouched, so I adjusted. I tried to read, failed, and read Julian’s messages instead. I walked to the bathroom and back, learning the small tugs and shifts. I stood at the window with the curtains closed and imagined them open.

Eventually, I returned to the bedroom and sat cross-legged on the bed, which was not elegant and made the suspender straps complain. I fixed my position, knees to one side, because apparently, underwear had now begun editing my habits.

The parcel box still lay on the floor, tissue spilling out. A discarded outer shell. I should have felt ashamed of it. I did feel shame, but it was no longer alone.

I sat there in the cream slip, bra straps against my shoulders, stockings held by clips I had fastened myself, and read Julian’s recent messages until the screen dimmed.

Then I touched it awake and read again.


Chapter 6: The Face of the Lie

Makeup, I decided, was where the whole thing became impossible.

Hair could be removed privately. Lingerie could be hidden. A voice could be practised in a flat with the curtains closed and the phone acting as camouflage for conversations. But makeup was different. Makeup belonged to the face, and the face was where Mara was to reveal herself.

A man could claim smooth legs were a curiosity. He could tell himself stockings were just a little fetish. He could sit in a cream slip, reading Julian’s messages, and pretend the room had temporarily lost its grip on reason, and that he was a she and nothing more.

But foundation, shadow, mascara, blush and lipstick announced her more strongly.

By Wednesday morning, I knew I needed them.

This did not mean I admitted that I needed them. I told myself Mara needed consistency, though, if she was to flourish. Mara had a voice now. Mara had, in some private and unfinished way, begun to have a body. If I ever took a real photograph, or if Julian asked for another call and I lost my mind and said yes to video, then Mara would require a face.

That was the official explanation. The truer one sat beneath it, wearing nicer underwear and refusing to leave. I wanted to see her.

Not in pieces. Not as a name on a screen, or a softer voice in a recording, or a body in lingerie with Martin’s anxious face hovering above it like a ghost. I wanted to know whether the person Julian spoke to could appear in a mirror and survive.

That desire frightened me so much that I spent three evenings trying to solve it online.

I ordered the foundation first.

Wrongly.

This became clear when the small parcel arrived, and the liquid inside turned out to be a shade best described as Concerned Orange. I had chosen it by looking at the tiny square on the website and thinking, close enough, which is also how men pick wall paint and then blame daylight.

I tried it on my jaw in the bathroom.

It looked as if I had been lightly seasoned.

The concealer was worse. Too pale, too thick, and somehow lumpy. The mascara seemed safe, but when I opened it, I immediately touched the wand to the sink and stained the porcelain. The blush looked harmless in the compact and alarming on my finger. The lipstick, bought in a panic because the name was Soft Rose and therefore sounded gentle, was actually a pink that would have made a doll look tragic.

I stood in the bathroom with orange foundation on one side of my jaw and a pink stripe on the back of my hand, and accepted that I needed professional help.

Not therapy, though that was becoming more arguable by the day. Cosmetics. The problem with buying makeup in person is that shops contain people and excuses have to be made.

On Thursday after work, I walked past the department store twice before going in. It was another warm evening, with sunlight lying along the pavements and a group of tourists photographing historic buildings. Normal people moved around me, undertaking normal errands. Perfume, socks, birthday presents, perhaps a saucepan. I walked through the glass doors feeling as if I were carrying a sign that read Beware: Man With Suspicious Lipstick Needs.

The cosmetics floor was brighter than any place has a right to be. Light bounced off mirrors, glass counters, polished bottles and faces that seemed to know what they were for. Women moved with purpose between brands. Staff in black stood near displays, alert and immaculate. I tried to look like someone buying a gift. This is a very specific look involving mild confusion, determined politeness and the hope that someone will rescue you before you accidentally buy primer meant for eyelids.

I drifted near a counter with foundations arranged in neat rows. A woman appeared beside me.

“Can I help?”

She was perhaps early forties, with dark hair cut to her chin and eyes that missed nothing. Her name badge said Nina. Her makeup was neat, not overdone, which reassured me she might know what she was talking about.

“Yes,” I said, then immediately regretted committing to speech because my mouth felt intolerably dry. “I’m looking for some makeup.”

Her mouth moved slightly. “You’re in the right area.”

“For my girlfriend.”

There it was. The coward’s girlfriend. A woman responsible for half the cosmetics purchases made by men with poor eye contact. Nina looked at me for one calm second.

“Lucky girlfriend.”

“Yes. She’s, um, new to makeup.”

“Is she?”

“Yes.”

“And does she have your skin tone?”

I stopped. Nina waited. The counter lights seemed to grow hotter.

“Similar,” I said.

“Similar to close, or similar to her existing mainly in your imagination to give you courage?”

I looked at her.

She did not smile cruelly. That helped. She merely stood there with one hand resting on the counter, patient enough for my dignity to shuffle itself into a corner and die of embarrassment.

I could have left. The exit was nearby. I could have made some noise about checking with my imaginary girlfriend first, walked out, gone home, and ordered three more wrong foundations from the safety of my sofa. Instead, I heard Mara’s voice in my head, the softer one I had practised into being.

“She has my skin tone,” I said.

Nina nodded once, as if rewarding a student who had finally stopped writing nonsense.

“That will make things easier.” I laughed because the alternative was fainting into a display of setting powders.

“She also has your brows? Your cheekbones and lips?” Nina asked.

“I suppose she does.”

“Good. We can work with that.”

She moved along the counter and began pulling items with practical ease. Foundation first. She tested a small amount along my jaw without making a ceremony of asking to touch me. She asked permission, yes, but in a tone so ordinary that agreeing felt less like confession and more like a fitting.

“This one disappears best,” she said.

“I thought disappearing was generally discouraged.”

“On the skin, it’s ideal. In life, less so.”

She handed me a mirror.

The foundation did vanish, or nearly. Not orange. Not obvious. Just smoother. The patch of skin looked like my skin after a good night’s sleep, if good sleep were something I had not offended years ago.

“Corrector next,” Nina said. “For beard shadow.”

I almost said, “For my girlfriend,” then stopped because even I had limits. Nina saw the almost-lie and let it die without comment.

She chose a peach corrector and explained where it would go. Around the mouth, along the jaw, not too much. She spoke simply, without making me feel stupid. Foundation over that. Powder lightly. Not cake, she said. Nobody wants cake unless it is dessert. Mascara. Brow pencil. A neutral eye palette. Blush, soft enough not to frighten me. Lipstick in a rose shade that looked like the name I had hoped for before being betrayed by the internet.

I watched her assemble Mara’s face from products on a counter. It felt like watching someone lay out tools for a door I had not yet opened. The door to Mara and what lay beyond.

“Brushes?” she asked.

I bought brushes. By then the pile had become expensive enough to make me stand straighter. Shame is one thing. Financial commitment is another. Nina placed everything in a bag. As she handed it over, she held on for a second longer than necessary.

“Go slowly,” she said. “Good makeup is mostly patience and blending. Bad makeup is caused by moving too quickly.”

I blushed but managed to smile. “Thank you.”

She looked at me, and this time there was warmth in her face. “I hope she likes the lipstick.”

I did not know which answer belonged to Martin, so I gave the one Mara wanted. “I think she will.”

At home, I put the bag on the bed and walked away from it. This was becoming a pattern. Martin would procrastinate until Mara was ready.

I made tea, opened the window, answered two work emails, and stood for a while listening to evening sounds from the street. A bus sighed at the stop. Someone was having an argument below. A dog barked excitedly as if it had discovered a bone.

Julian had messaged earlier.

Julian: How is your day?

I had not answered because my day had involved a cosmetics assistant seeing through me with more ease than I had expected.

Mara: I’ve been shopping again.

Julian: That sounds dangerous.

Mara: I needed some makeup.

I left it there. The makeup waited.

I showered, shaved carefully, and put on the lingerie. Bra, forms, suspender belt, stockings, slip. The act of dressing seemed to give me steadiness now. Not calm, exactly. More like a frame around which I could function as Mara.

At the bathroom mirror, I opened Nina’s bag of goodies.

My first attempt was poor. That is generous.

The first attempt was a quiet disaster conducted with clean brushes and too much optimism that I could get this right first time. I used too much corrector around the mouth, then too much foundation trying to cover the corrector. The powder clung to a patch near my nose. One eyebrow became stern. The other looked surprised by it. Mascara reached my eyelid. The blush, applied under the illusion that a little more might help, made me look like a clown.

I stared at myself. Mara did not appear. A man in lingerie with a tragic face appeared.

That was useful, in its cruel way. It showed me that transformation did not happen because products existed. There was work. Technique. Order. The face had to be learned, not attacked. I washed it off.

My skin complained. I sat down at the computer and watched a couple of beginner makeup tutorials and picked up some tips. I should have done that first, I suppose.

The second attempt began with less.

Less corrector. Less foundation. Less pressure. I remembered Nina’s advice about not going too quickly. I slowed down. Blended longer. Checked the jaw. Powdered lightly. Brows with a smaller hand. Eyes neutral, just enough to shape. Mascara with my mouth open because apparently that is the law. Blush placed higher, softer. Lipstick last.

The lipstick changed everything.

Not because it was bold. It was not. Nina had chosen well. The rose shade deepened my mouth without making it gharish. But once it was on, the face seemed to gather. Eyes, skin, cheeks, mouth. Still Martin beneath, but less of him.

I stood in the bathroom wearing a cream slip and a careful face, and waited for ridicule to save me. It did not.

The wig was in a box under the bed. I had not opened it yet.

Buying it online had taken three hours and cost more than several items of furniture I owned. I had searched for chestnut wig, realistic wig, shoulder-length wig, and eventually fallen into a world of videos of women brushing hair that was not theirs and looking utterly at home in it.

Some wigs looked false even in product photographs. Some were too glossy. Some too young. Some too severe. I chose chestnut, shoulder-length, soft waves, and a realistic parting because Mara had begun to have chestnut hair in my mind before I admitted I was choosing it.

The box came out from under the bed. I carried it ceremoniously to the bathroom, then decided the bathroom light was wrong and went to the bedroom mirror instead. The room was dimmer, lit by the lamp near the bed. Not flattering enough to lie, not harsh enough to punish. I placed the box on the bed and opened it.

The wig was wrapped in netting. I touched it carefully. Hair is intimate even when it is not attached to anyone. That was the first thing I thought. The second was that I had no idea what I was doing. The wig cap was inside the box.

I put on it on, tucking in tufts of my own hair until everything was flat.

Then I lifted the wig.

My hands were not steady.

I placed it too far back at first, leaving a gap that looked as if I was beginning to go bald. Then too far forward, nearly into my eyebrows. I adjusted, breathed, and moved it again. The cap shifted. The wig caught on one ear. I nearly pulled it off and threw it across the room in frustration.

Patience and blending, Nina had said, though she probably had not meant this. I tried again.

This time it settled.

Chestnut hair fell around my face.

One side needed smoothing. The part was slightly wrong. A wave curled towards my cheek, and I did not know whether to brush it away or let it stay. I adjusted the front, pressed gently near the temples, and drew the hair over my shoulders.

Mara appeared.

Not completely polished. Not ready for Julian, not even ready for a photograph, not ready for the world. But there she was. More real than I had expected. The makeup softened Martin’s face. The lipstick gave the mouth a shape. The chestnut hair framed everything and changed the person in the mirror.

For several seconds, I could not move.

I could see flaws. Foundation uneven near the jaw. One eye slightly better than the other. The wig not quite secure. My shoulders stiff with fear. But none of that saved me from her.

Mara was not glamorous. She did not look like the imagined woman of dating-app success, all perfect skin and an effortless appetite for life with a sparkling smile. She looked nervous, thoughtful, a little startled to have been found at all.

The woman who liked quiet rooms, strong coffee and space. The woman who told Julian at one point that she was changing and did not know whether to stop. The woman who had borrowed my voice and now stood in my bedroom, almost demanding to be allowed to co-exist with me.

I sat down slowly. The hair moved against my cheek. That small touch sent another shiver down my spine. I tried Mara’s voice.

“Hello.”

I swallowed. Tried again, not higher exactly, just less guarded.

“Hello.”

My phone buzzed on the bed.

Julian: I hope your day got better.

I stared at the phone, then at Mara in the mirror. For the first time, I understood that I could send him a picture. Not the stolen hand. Not a crop from some stranger’s life. Her. Me. Mara. The thought terrified me so much that I put the phone face down.

Not yet.

I was not ready to give her away.

I sat in the lamp-lit room for a long time, staring at the face. Turning slightly. Seeing how the hair changed my profile. I touched the wig and then stopped because I did not want to disturb it. Looking at the mouth, the eyes, the line of the slip over the bra beneath.

Mara looked back as if she had been waiting for him to catch up.

I leaned closer to the mirror. I tried a few feminine gestures. Smiling, playing gently with my hair, pouting and trying to look sultry, which really did not work that well. Mara would need more now. She would need dresses, shoes, more lingerie, and jewellery. I was suddenly breathless. Mara also would need to go out into the world.

My voice came softly.

“Hello, Mara.”


Chapter 7: The First Video Call

Julian asked for the video call on a Friday.

That was unkind of him, but I knew it was probably coming.

By four o’clock, the office became less frantic. Clients slowed down unless something had gone wrong; designers began talking about the weekend and how drunk they were going to get; and Priya developed the brisk cheerfulness of a woman who intended to leave on time, no matter the consequences. I usually went home with the tired satisfaction of a man who had moved enough projects from one column to another to justify his salary.

That Friday afternoon, I spent the afternoon staring at a spreadsheet of work for next week while thinking about Mara’s face.

In the mirror. In my flat. Under lamplight, with chestnut hair around her cheeks and lipstick Nina had chosen because Nina, unlike me, knew what she was doing.

Mara had appeared and then refused to become imaginary again. Even when the makeup came off, even when the wig went back into its box, even when I went to work as Martin in a blue shirt and sensible shoes, I carried her with me.

She had changed the flat first.

That surprised me. The flat. The rooms seemed to know there was another person in them now. The bedroom chair held the tissue paper from the lingerie parcel. The bathroom shelf had acquired cleanser, corrector and foundation. The bin contained cotton pads stained with rose lipstick. The wig box sat beneath the bed like a sleeping animal.

Martin’s life had been invaded by the strange and mysterious woman. She tidied and rearranged and added things imperceptibly.

I still thought of deleting everything at least twice a day. Getting rid of the lingerie and makeup and telling myself I was being stupid. But Mara had a force that I couldn’t quite resist.

Then Julian would message.

We had become casual. The conversation flowed easily, and I found myself looking at his profile picture and wondering what it would be like to talk to him in person. How would he really react to Mara? Was she good enough yet to be revealed? I practised makeup. Sometimes not dressing. I practised styling my hair. Practised walking, small mannerisms, and talking.

Julian did not flood me with attention. I sensed he was conscious of being too eager and maybe thought that would frighten me off. He wrote during the day as if Mara needed something to perk her up. Morning, if he had time. Lunch, sometimes. Evening, more often. He told me about sites, soil, clients, a dog that kept digging up a newly planted border. I told him about packaging, office politics, the river, and the way the light on my kitchen wall looked just before sunset.

All of it was true.

That was the trap.

A lie built only from lies is unstable. It wobbles. It needs constant repair. But Mara was being built on truths because of Martin. That made her stronger and easier to manage.

While Lucas was explaining that a new energy drink label needed “more punch but less aggression”, my phone buzzed. I picked it up and turned it over, already knowing who it was going to be.

Julian: I have a dangerous question. You are free to flee.

My stomach tightened.

Mara: Ask away.

Julian: I wondered if you might want to video call this weekend. Briefly. No pressure. I know voice was a lot.

I put the phone down. Picked it up. Put it down again. Lucas, passing my desk with a mug, glanced at me.

“You okay. You look like someone just died.” He nodded as if this explained everything and moved on.

The word ‘video’ did not stay still in his mind. It expanded beyond the message, filling the office, the afternoon, the weekend ahead. A voice call had been frightening because Mara had only just begun. A video call meant she needed to be seen by someone for the first time.

Not a stranger on the street. Not Nina at the counter, who knew just enough and asked only useful questions. Julian. Julian, who liked talking to her. Julian, who called her laugh lovely. Julian, who wondered what she looked like when she smiled. Julian, who had been deceived in almost every practical way and yet somehow had become the person to whom I told the truth most easily.

I sat there at my desk with the phone in my hand and felt the moral shape of the thing with horrible clarity. I could tell him now. I could write: Julian, I need to tell you something before this goes further. Mara began as a fake profile. I am not who you think I am. The feelings are real, but the start was wrong.

The words formed in my head. They were unbearable. That would mean destroying Mara, and I wasn’t ready for that. Not yet. And I didn’t just want to tell Julian. Not yet.

Not because I thought Julian would rage. He might be hurt. He should be hurt. But I did not think he would be cruel. The fear was worse than cruelty. I feared he would be kind. That he would say he understood, that he wished me well, that honesty mattered, and then Mara would end before she had lived outside a mirror.

I typed: Yes.

Then I stared at the word.

One word. Too small for the damage it might cause. I sent it before Martin could become sensible. I could always go back, renege on the deal so to speak. I probably would be anyway.

Julian replied with a little delay: Really?

Mara: Don’t sound so surprised.

Julian: Sorry. I’m pleased. And surprised. Mostly pleased.

Mara: I’m glad.

Julian: Tomorrow evening?

Tomorrow. Not someday. Not in a vague future where I had become calm, skilled and morally improved. Tomorrow.

Mara: Seven?

Julian: Seven. And Mara?

Mara: Yes?

Julian: Thank you for trusting me.

There it was again, the word most likely to expose me.

Mara: I’m trying.

Julian: I appreciate it.

I left work early, claiming I had a headache. This was not entirely false. My skull had become too small for the number of thoughts inside it. At home, I opened the wardrobe and looked at my clothes. This was pointless because Mara still had no clothes.

Lingerie, yes. Slip, yes. Makeup, a wig, and a robe. But no dress. I had delayed buying one because a dress would mean another step towards being her. Now I had no choice.

I went shopping on Saturday morning.

Not online. I did not have time to panic-order five dresses and return them before the evening. I went into town while the sun was still clear and the streets were full of people with a bit more weekend energy. There was some sort of climate demonstration going on, with chants and banners. I wore Martin’s clothes: a grey shirt, dark jeans, and a jacket. Underneath, my body was smooth and moisturised, which made even ordinary clothes feel more special.

I chose a small boutique rather than a department store. This was foolish. Boutiques have fewer places to hide. They also have assistants who appear instantly and ask intimate questions about size and purpose. But department stores had lights and crowds and the risk of seeing Nina again, which I was not ready for.

The shop was narrow, with wooden floors and dresses arranged by colour. A woman in her fifties looked up from behind the counter.

“Can I help?”

The old girlfriend's lie came out by reflex.

“I’m looking for a dress. For my girlfriend.”

The woman smiled in the polite way of someone who had heard this sentence from men before and knew it covered a range of sins. “What sort of dress?”

Good question. I needed something feminine but not ostentatious.

“Something simple,” I said. “At home, but nice, summery. Not formal.”

“What size is she?”

I gave measurements. The woman listened, asked two clarifying questions that made my ears burn, and guided me towards a rack of dresses that looked soft enough to suit Mara. I chose a dark green jersey dress with long sleeves and a wrap front.

It was plain without being dull. Feminine without being sexy. The fabric had enough weight to fall well. I could imagine Mara wearing it at home with bare feet or low heels, while carrying a book or making pasta.

“Lovely choice,” the woman said.

I bought it too quickly.

Then, on the way home, I bought a cheap ring light from an electronics shop, a packet of hair grips, more cotton pads, and a bottle of moisturiser because I had apparently become a man with skincare needs. I bought wine for courage. I was going to need it.

The video call was at seven. I began preparing at four. I didn’t know if that would give me enough time.

First, I cleaned the flat.

Not because Julian would see all of it. He would see one corner of the living room, carefully arranged. But the rest of the flat mattered because I would know. Mara could not appear in a room with laundry on the floor and a bowl in the sink. Martin could. Martin had standards that rose only when guests were expected, and sometimes not even then. Mara, I had begun to suspect, disliked crumbs and welcomed order.

I dusted the shelves. Hid work papers. Moved the laundry basket into the bedroom. Choose the living room corner with the lamp, the bookshelves and a plant that looked reasonably healthy. I tested the ring light and found it made me look as if I were being questioned by the Gestapo. I moved it, lighting from slightly above. Tested again. Better.

At five, I showered.

Face carefully. Chest. Underarms. Legs. Any sign of returning hair became intolerable once I knew Mara would be seen for the first time. The act was less chaotic now. Still not exactly graceful, but familiar enough to make me feel a sense of emerging competence. I rinsed, dried, and moisturised. The lotion went on smoothly. My skin felt cared for and healthy.

Then came the lingerie. Cream panties. Bra. Forms. Suspender belt. Stockings.

I had learned the order. Learned the clips. Learned not to rush the stockings. The forms still startled me with their weight, but they no longer felt like objects placed to give me ballast. They created a shape my body had now come to expect before the dress.

The slip followed. In the mirror, the half-made Mara watched me. I put on the dress.

The green fabric slid over the slip and settled at my waist. I tied it carefully around my waist and was pleased to see that it gave me a natural-looking curve. The neckline sat over the bra and forms in a way that looked good enough to make my throat tighten. The dress did exactly what I had hoped and feared. It did not turn me into someone else. It made the already-forming woman seem real.

Makeup next. I put the robe on over the dress to protect it and began. I took my time.

Cleanser, though I had just washed. Moisturiser. Corrector around the beard shadow, blended carefully because Nina’s voice had taken up residence in my head. Foundation. Powder. Brows. Eyes. Mascara. Blush. Lipstick.

The first time I did makeup, it felt like just applying products. Now it felt like finding landmarks. The place where shadow softened the eye. The amount of blush that made me look alive rather than robotic. The line of the mouth. The little correction at the jaw.

I made mistakes.

The left eye was better than the right. The foundation needed more blending near the neck. I smudged the mascara and had to clean it with a cotton bud, swearing quietly in a voice that was not Mara’s. But when I stepped back, the face was feminine and believable.

Not perfect.

But enough.

The wig waited in its box. I left it until last. That had become instinct. The final touch. The point where preparation stopped being preparation and became the finished girl.

Chestnut hair. Shoulder-length. Soft against my fingers. I placed it more easily this time, adjusted the front, checked the parting, drew the hair forward. One side sat oddly, so I brushed it out and fixed it with some hairgrips.

When I looked up, Mara was there. She looked nervous. That was good, I thought. Mara was nervous. Julian would take pity on me.

I set the laptop on the small table in the living room and opened the video app. The camera preview appeared. Mara on screen. That was different from the mirror.

Mirrors are private, even when they are brutal. Cameras are offerings. The screen showed me what Julian would see: a woman with chestnut hair, green dress, careful lipstick, sitting in a flat with books behind her and terror just below the skin. The ring light softened the shadow at the jaw. The angle helped. Too high looked false. Too low was a disaster. I adjusted the laptop three times and propped it on two books, one of which was a collection of essays I had never finished and now used to support my gender deception.

I checked the background.

Moved a mug.

Checked again.

Moved the plant.

Checked again.

Mara looked more composed than I felt.

At six-forty, I nearly cancelled.

I typed: I’m sorry, I can’t tonight.

Deleted.

At six-forty-six, I typed it again.

Deleted. I drank a glass of wine quickly to calm my nerves.

At six-fifty-two, I stood up too fast and walked to the kitchen, forgetting I was wearing stockings and nearly slipping on the rug. “Brilliant,” I muttered, and Mara in the mirror near the hall looked irritated with me.

At six-fifty-eight, I sat down.

At six-fifty-nine, Julian messaged.

Julian: Still okay?

I stared at the screen.

This was the last chance. Confess. Run.  End it. Save him from further cruelty. Save yourself from wanting more.

Mara: Yes. Nervous.

Julian: Me too.

That helped. A ridiculous amount. At seven, the call came through. I watched the notification for two rings, then accepted before cowardice consumed me completely.

Julian appeared.

Not a profile picture. Not text. Not a voice in the dark of my flat. Julian, live on screen, seated at a kitchen table with warm light behind him and a shelf of plants over one shoulder. He wore a blue shirt, sleeves rolled, hair slightly untidy. He looked handsome, but not in the glossy way that would have made this easier to dismiss. He looked real. Tired at the eyes, smiling with uncertainty, one hand lifting in a small wave.

“Hi,” he said.

My whole body forgot its training.

“Hi.”

Mara’s voice came out soft, almost breathless.

Julian smiled.

Not triumphantly. Not with the smug pleasure of a man receiving proof. He looked relieved, perhaps. Moved. That was worse. “There you are,” he said.

I gripped my hands in my lap, out of frame.

“Here I am.”

“You look...” He paused, and I saw him choose care over speed. “You look lovely.”

The word landed differently when he could see me. I lowered my eyes at once, which made me look shy rather than fraudulent. A convenient accident.

“Thank you.”

“I’m sorry. Too much?”

“No. I’m just bad at being looked at.”

“I remember. That colour suits you.”

The call began awkwardly because, of course, it did. We both spoke over each other once, then both apologised, then laughed. Julian asked whether the lighting was strange on his end because he had moved a lamp and now feared he looked like he was confessing to a crime.

“You look fine,” I said.

“Fine?”

“Good. You look good.”

His smile warmed.

“Thank you.”

There it was. A compliment received without making the giver regret it. I watched him do it and felt a stupid tenderness. He asked about my day. I said it had been quiet, that I had bought a new dress and read, which was true. I asked about his site visit, and he told me about a client who wanted an orchard but disliked fallen apples. I laughed, and this time I did not hide it.

“You do that,” he said.

“What?”

“Look away when you laugh.”

My eyes returned to the screen.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s sweet.”

Sweet.

I should have hated that. Martin might have. Martin would have filed it under "patronising" or "dangerous". Mara received it with a blush that makeup betrayed beautifully. Julian saw. He tried not to smile too much.

I saw him trying and liked him more for it. The conversation became easier.

That was the shock. I had expected to feel like a fraud every second, constantly checking voice, face, hair, posture, whether the wig line showed, whether the dress looked believable, whether my hands moved too much, and whether a shadow at my jaw might expose everything. Those fears remained, but they did not occupy the whole room.

Julian did.

His voice. His face. The way he listened. The way he looked at Mara as if she were not a puzzle to solve but someone he was grateful to meet. And I answered him. Not smoothly. Not always wisely. But as Mara.

He asked about my flat, and I turned the laptop slightly to show the bookshelves, careful not to reveal the parts of the room where Martin’s life was piled beyond the edge of the frame. He asked whether I had always lived in Bath. I said no, near Bristol before that, which was true. He asked if I liked living alone.

“I like the quiet,” I said. “I don’t always like what the quiet does with me.”

Julian’s face softened. “That makes sense.”

“It does?”

“Yes. Quiet can be space or it can be an echo chamber, depending on your mood.”

I looked at him through the screen and forgot, briefly, to be afraid. “That’s exactly it.”

He smiled. “Good. I hoped it wasn’t nonsense.”

“No. It’s annoyingly accurate. You have a habit of that.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“By many mysterious women?”

“No. Mostly by my sister, who says I make gardening sound like a minor religion. Which is true, I guess.”

“Does she approve?”

“Of gardening or me?”

“Either.”

“She tolerates both.”

I laughed again. This time I did not look away quickly enough. Julian looked at me for a moment with an expression that made the room feel warmer.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

“That’s not true.”

“No.” He leaned back slightly, still watching me. “I just like your smile.”

I should have had a defence ready. I did not.

“Thank you,” I said.

It came out quietly.

He let it be. That was one of the kindest things about him. He did not pounce on vulnerability as proof of intimacy. He let it breathe.

At one point, the call froze.

Only for three seconds, but my heart nearly stopped. Julian’s face held mid-expression, and I was certain the image of me would glitch into some monstrous truth. Then it resumed, and he said, “Sorry, my connection is apparently shy too.”

“It might be my end.”

We talked for forty minutes.

Forty.

The agreed video call had no agreed length, because I had been too frightened to negotiate one. I had imagined five minutes. Ten at most. Enough for Julian to see Mara and either accept her or expose me with a subtle shift in expression. Instead, time folded.

The green dress became less like an outfit and more like skin. The wig warmed at my temples. My voice found a level and stayed there. Mara, under observation, did not shrink away. She became stronger.

Then Julian asked the question.

Not suddenly. It came after a pause, after we had been talking about old cinemas and the kind of cafés that made you feel guilty for opening a laptop.

“Mara,” he said, “would you ever want to meet?”

My body went cold. There it was. The next line I should never cross.

I knew how to answer. No. Not yet. I’m too shy. I need time. This is too much.

Or the true answer: Julian, before anything else, I need to tell you how this began. I looked at him.

He looked nervous. Not predatory. Not demanding. Nervous in his own way, which made it worse. He had risked asking. He cared what I said.

“I don’t mean tomorrow,” he added. “Or even soon. I just wondered if it was something you might want one day.”

One day. A phrase large enough to hide inside. I opened my mouth. Martin was ready to retreat. Mara answered first.

“I’d like that.”

The words left me before I could stop them.

Julian’s face changed. Softened. Lit. Real people do not glow like film characters unless the lighting is expensive. But happiness moved through him, and I saw it.

“I’d like that too,” he said.

The guilt hit immediately after.

The call could not last much longer after that. Not because Julian pushed. He did not. We both sensed something had shifted and become too fragile for more conversation. He said he should let me go. I said yes, I should probably eat. This was a lie. I had no idea whether I could eat again this year. At the end, he looked directly into the camera.

“I’m glad you said yes tonight.”

“So am I,” I said.

That was true. That was the problem.

“Goodnight, Mara.”

“Goodnight, Julian.”

I ended the call.

The screen went dark.

My reflection appeared faintly in it: chestnut hair, green dress, lipstick, wide eyes. Mara looked back from the black glass as if she had just done something brave or unforgivable. Possibly both.

For a few seconds, I did not move.

Then I began to cry.

Not elegantly. Not a single tear slipping down a made-up cheek. Real crying is uglier than that and pays no respect to mascara. I covered my mouth with both hands, partly to muffle the sound and partly because the mouth had betrayed me.

I’d like that. Four words. A door opening. I cried because Julian believed me. I cried because I had lied to him. I cried because Mara had not disappeared under his gaze. I cried because being seen by him had not felt like exposure in the way I feared. It had felt like arrival.

Most of all, I cried because the lie had become a door I wanted to walk through, and on the other side of it was not only Julian.

There was Mara.

Waiting to be free.


Chapter 8: Nina Knows

The morning after the video call, I woke with mascara on my pillowcase and a decision sitting beside me like a cat that had chosen violence.

I had to tell Julian.

Not yet, said the coward in me.

Soon, said the slightly better coward.

Before you meet him, said the only part of me with any moral structure left.

The video call had changed the scale of the lie. Until then, I had imagined Mara as something private that had accidentally reached Julian through text and voice. After the call, that excuse collapsed. Julian had seen her. He had smiled at her. He had asked to meet her. And I, in my green dress and chestnut wig and rose lipstick, had said yes before Martin could drag me back from the edge.

I’d like that.

A few small words, and now the world had to be dealt with.

My reflection that morning was frightful, a world away from Mara. Clean face, tired eyes, my own hair flattened badly, a faint line of foundation I had missed near my jaw, and a mouth that still held a touch of lipstick. I washed carefully, folded the green dress, brushed the wig with more tenderness than I gave most household objects, and put everything away.

Or tried to.

The wig would not go back in the box properly. This seemed symbolic.

At the office on Monday, I performed Martin as usual. Martin checked proofs. Martin scheduled a call. Martin wrote, “I think we need to clarify the hierarchy of the front panel,” and received three thumbs-up reactions, which was modern workplace language for nobody has read this, but we support your vibe. Martin laughed when Priya made a dry remark about a client who wanted their packaging to feel “honest but elevated”. No one knew what that meant. Martin went to the staff kitchen, made coffee, and looked at his own hands while the kettle boiled.

Mara’s hands were still only an idea. My nails were cleaner now. I had started using hand cream in the evenings, which I pretended was because of dryness even though I had no proof of this. The hands were still mine. But they had begun to look less neglected. That, apparently, was enough to unsettle me over instant coffee.

Julian messaged at lunchtime.

Julian: I keep thinking about our talk. We should do that again, soon.

I smiled before guilt could stop me.

Mara: I enjoyed it too.

Julian: Good. You seemed nervous.

Mara: I was nervous.

Julian: But you stayed and you relaxed, finally.

I looked at the message.

Mara: Yes.

Julian: I’m glad.

I did not answer immediately.

I had stayed. That was the part that would not stop echoing. I had expected my own fraudulence to drive me away from the screen. Instead, being Mara with Julian had felt more real than anything I had done as Martin in months, maybe even years. The guilt did not cancel that. It made it harder to choose.

By three o’clock, I knew what I was going to do after work.

Not confess. Of course not.

That should have been the next step, I knew. But the truth I had to tell Julian was still difficult. I did not know whether Mara was a name, a performance, a need, a self, or all of those in an order I could not yet see. Confessing before I understood anything felt like a mistake.

I needed help. Which meant Nina. I don’t know why – maybe it was because she was the only one who had seen through me.

The cosmetics counter felt different the second time.

The department store was busy enough to give cover, not so busy that I could hide entirely. It was late afternoon, and sunlight came through the front windows, turning the polished floor gold. People moved between counters with bags. I watched the women and tried to imagine myself moving in such a way. A child cried near the perfume section with the fierce conviction of someone who had never been taught moderation.

Nina was with a customer when I arrived. I nearly left.

Instead, I wandered to a display of lipsticks and pretended to compare shades with the attention of a man buying for his fictional girlfriend again. My reflection appeared in the small mirror on the stand. Martin, office shirt, jacket, cautious expression. My face looked normal enough but somewhere behind the eyes was Mara.

Nina finished with the customer and saw me. Recognition moved across her face, followed by something like amusement.

“Hello again,” she said. “How did the girlfriend get on with the lipstick?”

But Nina was looking at me with the same patient attention she had given the foundation match. Not pushing. Waiting to see whether I would apply the wrong shade of truth.

“She liked it,” I said quietly.

Nina’s mouth softened.

“I thought she might.”

The simple kindness of that nearly made me turn round and walk into a display of perfumes.I looked down at the lipstick stand.

“I need to get better at using it.”

“You or the girlfriend?” My face warmed.

“Nina.”

That was the first time I had used her name.

She noticed. “All right,” she said. “Come with me.”

She led me away from the main counter towards a quieter section near the back, where a consultation chair stood beside a lit mirror. It was partially screened by a display of skincare products and a tall arrangement of fake greenery that had seen better days.

“Sit,” she said.

“I didn’t book anything.” I sat. She angled the chair so I was not facing the main floor too directly. That small act told me she understood more than she intended to make a performance of.

“What are we doing?” I asked.

“Deciding what you actually need. Then, if you want, I can show you properly after closing. Half an hour. No audience. No fuss.”

I looked up. “Why?”

“Because you bought foundation that matched, corrector you didn’t understand yet, and a lipstick you were scared to open. I assume the next stage involves either a photograph, a call, or a very frightening mirror.”

I stared at her.

“Do I have a sign on me?”

“Yes. But the public mostly can’t read that kind of thing.”

I laughed once, and the laugh came out too close to Mara’s. Nina heard that too. Her face did not change, which was kind.

“I had a video call,” I said.

“With someone who thinks she exists?” The words were not judgemental, but they were clear.

“Yes.”

Nina let the silence sit for a moment. “Then you’re in the deep end,” she said. “Try not to drown anyone else while you learn to swim.”

It would have been easier if she had scolded me.

“I know.”

“Good. How did it feel?”

I didn’t quite know how to answer that. “I passed. Which I wasn’t expecting. And I liked him but I know I’m lying.”

She opened a drawer and took out a notepad. “What’s her name?”

“Mara.”

Nina wrote it down. Not my name. Hers. Something in me shifted.

“Mara,” she said. “Good. What does Mara look like now?”

I took my phone from my pocket with hands that were less steady than I wanted. I had taken screenshots before ending the video call, not of Julian, but of myself in the camera preview. That sounds vain. It probably was. It was also proof. Mara in the green dress, chestnut hair, face lit by the ring light, looking shy and too hopeful.

I opened one and handed it to Nina. She studied it. No gasp. No big reaction. No false praise.

“Better than I expected,” she said.

I blinked. “Thank you, I think.”

“It is a compliment. You have decent instincts when you take your time. The hair is good, but it needs shaping. The makeup is too careful around the mouth and not careful enough at the jaw. Brows can be improved, thinned out a little. Eyes are working okay but you need more practice. Blush is timid.”

“Blush can be timid?”

“Yours is almost non-existent.”

I should have been offended. Instead, I felt relief. Criticism was useful. Criticism meant the project was real enough to refine. Nina handed the phone back.

“She looks frightened,” she said.

“She was.”

“That’s not always a flaw. But I suspect you want this Mara to be more confident in the world.”

I looked away. Nina’s voice softened without losing its edge. “That is not something that can be cured by makeup.”

“Oh.”

“Disappointing, I know.” I breathed out. “She’s not only makeup,” Nina said.

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“No. But I’m starting to.”

She nodded, as if that was enough for now.

“Come back at six. I close at half past, and I can use the consultation room. Bring the wig if you can. Bring the dress if you want to see the whole picture.”

“The dress?”

“Not if you’re not ready.”

The exit was there. I could come back with only questions. I could refuse. I could go home and watch Nina’s advice dissolve into another private attempt to make Mara more realistic. But the idea of someone competent seeing Mara in more than a screenshot had already lodged itself under my ribs.

“I’ll bring it.”

Nina looked pleased but did not overdo it.

“Good. Have something to eat, you look as if you are wasting away.”

I went home and gathered the things I needed and then, because I was nervous, I went out almost immediately. I bought a sandwich from the café next door and ate half of it on a bench outside, under a sky that had turned a little grey. The city moved around me: office workers, shoppers, teenagers, an older couple arguing about which bus to catch. No one knew the green dress and chestnut wig were in my bag. No one knew Martin Vale was waiting for a department store to close so Mara could be taught how to stop apologising with her face.

At six, I returned.

Nina was waiting near the side entrance to the consultation area. She had changed nothing about herself, but the counter felt different after hours. Quieter. Staff were moving through closing routines. Displays had been covered.

“You came back,” she said.

“I considered fleeing.”

“I bet you did.”

She led me into the small consultation room behind the counter. There was a chair, a large mirror, good lighting, a counter, and a rail for hanging clothes. A door with a lock. Nina closed it but did not turn the lock until she looked at me.

“Locked or unlocked?”

The question mattered.

“Locked,” I said.

She locked it.

Then she turned away while I changed.

That mattered too.

I had brought the full hidden layer: lingerie, stockings, slip, the green dress, the wig, the makeup. Changing in a small room with a woman I barely knew on the other side of a screen should have been impossible. Instead, it was oddly practical. The steps had become familiar. Underwear. Bra. Forms. Suspender belt. Stockings. Slip. Dress. I also had a pair of low-heeled courts that I had bought online and which my feet just managed to squeeze into.

My hands still shook, but less.

When I said I was ready, Nina turned.

She looked me over with professional focus.

“Dress works. Bra sits well enough. Stocking seams?”

“I’m not showing you my seams.”

“Then I’ll assume they’re perfect.”

“They’re acceptable.”

“That usually means no.”

I smiled. She sat me in the chair before the mirror.

Without the wig, with my hair flattened and makeup not yet done, I looked incomplete in a way I now understood was not me. Nina clipped my hair back and began. She did not do my makeup at first. She made me do each step, then corrected.

“Less product. You are not plastering a wall.” I blended. “Jaw. Always check the jaw. The camera sees where you stopped noticing and it’s unforgivng.” I checked. “Corrector first. Thin layer. Let it do the job. You were smothering it.” I corrected.

She showed me how to lift the brow without making it harsh, how to keep the eye shadow close to the lash line, how to make mascara define rather than clump. She taught me to apply blush with a degree of competence.

Then lipstick.

She made me line the mouth lightly, soften the edges, fill with the rose shade, blot, apply again. “Do not press your lips together like you’re squeezing toothpast,” she said.

“I might be.”

“Not with that mouth. It gives too much away.”

I looked down, blushing suddenly. Nina noticed but did not apologise for being accurate. When the face was done, she stepped back.

“Better.”

I looked.

She was right.

It was still my work. I could see the places where my hand had hesitated. But the face had more unity. The eyes were softer, the brows more certain, the mouth less afraid of existing. Mara was nearer.

“Now posture,” Nina said.

“I came for makeup.”

“You came for Mara. Sit like her.”

“I don’t know how she sits.”

“Yes, you do.”

Nina moved behind the chair, her reflection beside mine.

“Shoulders down. Not collapsed. Down. Chin level. Stop tucking your head like you expect someone to throw something. Hands relaxed. No gripping the chair.”

I obeyed.

The change was small. The effect was not. Mara looked less like a nervous wreck in a dress.

“Good,” Nina said. “Now, look how pretty you are. I can see why your man would fancy you.”

The wig came next. Nina’s expression sharpened the moment I took it out.

“Good choice. Not cheap-looking. But it needs work.”

“I thought so.”

“You thought correctly. That’s encouraging, having a critical eye is important.”

She placed it on me, adjusting it with far more confidence than I had managed. The chestnut hair fell into place, but Nina frowned at the front, then at the length.

“It’s wearing you a little. Needs trimming around the face. A better shape. Less box fresh.”

“I don’t know where to get that done.”

“I do.”

Of course she did.

At ten past seven, I walked with Nina through a staff corridor and out of the department store side entrance, dressed as Mara. Not fully into the world yet. Not alone. But outside.

My heart hammered so hard I could feel it in my throat.

The evening was mild, the street still busy but thinning. People passed with shopping bags, takeaway cups, flowers, and phones. No one stopped. No one pointed. A man glanced at me, then at Nina, then away. A woman in a linen jacket moved aside to let us pass.

Nina walked beside me as if this were ordinary, which helped more than any words of encouragement. She told me to take smaller steps and to move my hips a little more. I could feel the dress swishing against my stockings and the underwear moving with me. My breasts seemed to bounce as if they had a life of their own.

The wig specialist was two streets away, above a hair salon. The sign read Vale & Violet Hair Studio, which I found personally offensive given my surname, but Nina said this was not the moment to pick fights with coincidence. She knew the owner, a woman called Sadie with silver hair and sharp glasses, who looked at me once and understood enough and was too polite to make a thing of it.

“First proper shape?” Sadie asked.

My voice nearly failed.

“Yes.”

“All right. Sit down, love. We’ll make her less nervous.”

“I’m not sure the hair is the nervous part,” I said.

Sadie smiled. “Hair is important for how you feel inside and it can make a huge difference. If you want to be a girl, that is.”

Nina looked smug.

The trimming was quick but transformative. Sadie softened the front, shaped the layers around my face, adjusted the length so it sat better at my shoulders, and showed me how to brush it without making it frizz. She added a little movement near the cheekbones and trimmed the fringe so it did not look like it had arrived by post buddled up in some netting.

When she finished, I barely recognised the improvement until I saw the mirror. The wig no longer looked placed on me. It looked like Mara’s hair. That was the difference.

It moved better. Framed the face. Made the makeup look more natural and complemented the dress. It did not make me perfect. It did make me plausible.

Sadie watched my reaction in the mirror.

“There she is.”

I swallowed. Nina said nothing. Her silence was kind.

I paid Sadie, my hands shaking, and she pretended not to notice. Then Nina and I walked back towards the department store. The evening had cooled, and the shop windows were beginning to glow. I caught my reflection in one of them: a woman in a green dress, chestnut hair, careful lipstick, walking beside another woman as if she had a destination.

I stopped.

Only for a moment.

Nina stopped too.

“What is it?”

“That’s me.”

I heard the words after I said them.

Nina looked at the reflection with me.

“Yes,” she said. “At least  for tonight.”

We returned to the consultation room by the side entrance. I thought she would tell me to change back. Instead, she leaned against the counter and watched while I touched the ends of the shaped wig.

“Whatever this is,” she said, “she looks happier than you did.”

Mara did look happier than Martin did. I did not know whether that was beautiful or devastating.

“Julian doesn’t know,” I said.

Nina’s face became serious. “Then he needs to.”

“I know.”

“Soon.”

“I know.”

She nodded. “Good. I’m not here to bless a lie. But I won’t pretend the truth is simple just because it’s there in front of you.”

I looked at her in the mirror.

“Thank you.”

“For makeup?”

“For not making me feel stupid.”

Nina’s raised an eyebrow and smiled. “That part is usually free.”

She handed me a small makeup bag with the products we had used and a written list of steps.

“You can change here if you want,” she said.

I looked down at the green dress. At the stockings. At the shoes I had brought because they were flat enough to survive but feminine enough to matter. At my shaped hair, my better face, my hands holding the bag.

Outside was the street. Public. Not Julian. Not the date. Not the final truth. A smaller threshold. But real.

“No,” I said. “I’ll go home like this.”

“Good girl. Walk normally. Not quickly. Not like you’re about to be discovered.”

I stepped out through the side entrance alone.

The early evening met me with traffic noise, shop light and the smell of food from a nearby restaurant. My heart pounded so hard I felt faint for a second. I switched my bag from one hand to another, checked the wig by instinct, then stopped because touching it every three seconds would attract more attention than the wig itself.

A couple passed me without looking. Then a man in a suit. Then two teenage girls, one laughing at something on her phone. No one laughed at me. No one stared too long. A woman with a pram moved aside, and I said thank you in Mara’s voice.

“You’re welcome,” she replied, already past me.

That was all. The city accepted what it saw for the few seconds it passed by. A woman walking home in a green dress. Chestnut hair shaped around her face. Lipstick neat.

Heart hammering.

I walked through the evening with fear under my ribs and the pavement steady beneath my feet, and wondered what Mara would get up to next. I would need more clothes, I thought as I crossed to the street towards my flat.


Chapter 9: The Date

Julian asked to meet on a Thursday evening, after we’d talked a few more times by video. I’d begun to build Mara’s wardrobe by then, blouses and skirts, lingerie, shoes. The flat had begun to change subtly. It was cleaner, my wardrobe now seemed to have more female clothes than male.

I had spent the day at work pretending to care about a range of snack packaging that need to be “more alive on shelf”, a phrase so bleakly commercial it made me briefly sympathetic towards crisps.

Priya had been in a foul mood because a printer had missed a deadline, Lucas had changed a font without telling anyone, and one client had asked whether a foil finish could feel “more emotional”.

By four o’clock, I had said the words “let’s revisit the brief” so many times that I no longer knew whether a brief was a document, a cry for help, or a medical condition.

Mara had walked home alone after Nina’s crash course in makeup. That should have been enough for a while. It was not.

The memory of that walk had stayed with me through the week: the shop windows, the warm dusk, the woman with the pram saying you’re welcome, the absence of laughter. I had returned to my flat in the green dress with my heart still hammering, then stood in front of the mirror for nearly twenty minutes before taking anything off. The shaped wig, Nina’s improved makeup, the calmer posture, and the city’s casual acceptance. It had all done something to me.

Not settled me.

That would be too simple.

Of course, she had to go out more. There was no choice in that and with each journey, her confidence grew.

It had made the next lie harder and the next truth more urgent. Julian messaged at six-fifteen while I was standing in the supermarket holding two different bags of spinach and wondering when I had become a man who took veg seriously.

Julian: I’ve been trying not to ask too soon, which may mean I am asking too soon. Would you have dinner with me this week?

I stood in the aisle while a woman reached past me for some rocket.

Dinner. Not a voice call. Not video. Not someday.

Dinner meant a room. A table. A waiter. Julian, across from me, not softened by a screen or contained by signal delay. Dinner meant Mara arriving in the world not as a private experiment or a frightened walk home from Nina’s counter, but as a woman someone had invited out.

Dinner also meant Julian being lied to from three feet away.

I put both bags of spinach back and left the supermarket with nothing except a packet of mints I did not remember picking up. At home, I opened my laptop and wrote the confession.

I did not begin well.

Julian, I need to tell you something.

That was too clean.

Julian, I have not been honest with you. True, but useless. It sounded like the start of a message from someone who had hidden a divorce, a child, or a gambling problem. I deleted it and tried again.

Julian, Mara began as a fake profile.

I stopped there. The words sat on the screen with no interest in softening themselves. Mara began as a fake profile. There was the spine of it. Ugly, plain, unavoidable.

I continued.

I created her one night when I was lonely and bored and wanted to be spoken to differently. The first photos were not of me. The hand holding coffee was not mine. I should have stopped before you became real to me, and I should have told you before the voice call. I should definitely have told you before the video call. I am not who you think I am, and I know that matters.

I paused, hands over the keyboard.

The flat was quiet around me. The window was open, and traffic moved beyond the river. It was a mild evening, with the last of the light fading over the buildings. My work shoes sat by the door. A shimmering blue party dress hung on the wardrobe. The wig was on its stand because I could no longer bear stuffing that small part of Mara back into a box.

I kept typing.

But I need you to know that not everything was false. The things I told you, the feelings, the voice, the woman you saw on the call, they came from me. I do not fully understand what Mara is yet, but she is not just a lie. I know that may not be enough. I know I have hurt your trust. I am sorry.

I read it back.

It was not good.

But it was better than hiding.

My finger hovered over send. I imagined Julian reading it. His face changing. The careful kindness cooling into distance. The sadness of being deceived. Not anger, perhaps. Anger would have been easier to survive. I imagined him writing something considered and final.

Thank you for telling me. I need time.

Or worse:

I wish you had told me sooner. Please do not contact me again.

I closed the laptop.

Not sent.

Cowardice again, but not only cowardice. Something else stopped me too. The confession on the screen told one truth, but not the whole one. It told Julian how Mara began. It did not let him see what she had become. It made the lie sound like a trick from a man in an office shirt, not the painful arrival of a woman who had walked through Bath at dusk with her heart in her throat and no one laughing.

That was self-serving. It was also true. I picked up my phone.

Mara: Yes. I’d like to.

Julian replied nine minutes later: Really?

Mara: You asked that after the video call too.

Julian: I am learning that you often surprise me.

Mara: I surprise myself more.

Julian: Thursday? There’s a small wine bar near Queen Square. Quiet. Good food. No tablecloths trying too hard.

Thursday.

Three days to confess.

Three days to cancel.

Three days to become more certain and less honest.

Mara: Thursday works.

Julian: Seven?

Mara: Seven.

Julian: I’m nervous now.

Mara: Good. I was worried I’d have to do all of it.

Julian: Never. I’m happy to contribute to the emotional challenge.

I smiled. Then looked at the closed laptop and felt the smile become something heavier.

Thursday arrived with clear skies and the kind of late light that makes Bath look unreal. The stone buildings turned gold. People sat outside bars without coats. The city had slipped into that evening mood where everyone seems to be arriving somewhere better than you.

I left work at four, claiming a dentist appointment. This was an improvement on fake illness because it sounded dull enough to discourage questions. Priya told me to enjoy it, then corrected herself and said survive it, which felt more accurate than she knew.

At home, I opened my confession on the laptop and looked at it for a while. Then I printed it out.

I shaved carefully, standing under warm water with the bathroom window cracked open and the city noise faint below. Face first, slower than usual. Then chest, underarms, legs. The routine had become less chaotic, but not casual. Each stroke mattered because tonight, Mara would sit under lights across from Julian, and every part of me wanted to believe she deserved to be there.

Afterwards, I moisturised without laughing at myself. That seemed worth noting. I chose the black lingerie. Not because it was daring. It was still simple, still restrained, but it made me feel less as though Mara were asking permission of the world. The bra settled better now. I adjusted the forms until the weight felt balanced. The suspender belt went on easily. The stockings slipped on with silken care, the seams aligned with patience.

I stood before the mirror in the black lingerie and looked properly. There was something definitely more feminine about me. Whether it was the way I stood now or simply that I had relaxed in Mara’s persona, whatever that was.

The body no longer shocked me in the same way. It still unsettled me, but the shock had become recognition. I knew the shape now. The curve at the chest, the line of the waist, the stockings that change the legs, the straps that turn hidden clothing into structural femininity.

The dress was harder.

I had bought a new one after work on Wednesday, from the same boutique where I had bought the green dress. This time, I had not claimed it was for my girlfriend. Not exactly. The assistant had asked whether I needed help, and I had said, “I need a dress for dinner.” She had looked at me once, then asked what sort of dinner. That was all.

The dress was deep plum, with long sleeves and a soft waist. It was elegant without being too formal. It did not try to make Mara look like something she wasn’t. It let her blossom without being too obvious.

I stepped into it and pulled it up carefully, then fastened what I could. The zip caught halfway.

For one terrible minute, I thought I had trapped myself in expensive fabric and would have to cut my way out, which would have been a bad metaphor and financially irritating. I breathed, reached behind again, and eased it up slowly. The dress closed.

Mara’s shape sharpened.

Makeup came next. I put on the robe and went to the mirror. I followed Nina’s written steps, now folded and stained from use. Cleanse. Moisturise. Corrector. Foundation. Jaw. Always jaw. Powder. Brows. Eyes. Mascara. Blush. Lipstick.

I took my time. There was no music playing. I had tried music a few times, but every song seemed either too romantic or too self-aware. Silence was better. Silence let me hear my own breathing and correct it when it turned shallow. I had taken the plunge and shaped my eyebrows, not enough to be too noticeable, but enough to be noticed, if you get what I mean.

The first eye went well.

The second tried to ruin me. I fixed it.

The lipstick was the rose shade again, but applied with more care. I lined gently, filled, blotted, and added another layer. My mouth appeared, and it looked feminine.

I styled the wig.

It no longer sat in its box. It had a place now, on the stand by the mirror. Sadie’s shaping had made it easier to manage, though not foolproof. I brushed it through, checked the parting, arranged the chestnut waves around my face, and placed two pins where Nina had shown me.

That was better.

I leaned closer to the mirror and tried the voice.

“I need to tell you something.”

Too flat. Again, softer. “I need to tell you something.”

Better. Again, with less fear and more truth.

“I need to tell you how I began.”

The words went through me. Not yet. But soon. I put the confession in my handbag, printed and folded. That felt absurdly old-fashioned, but I needed it near me. If I could not say the words, perhaps I could hand them to him. A coward’s courage, but some courage all the same.

The wine bar was twenty minutes away on foot. I took a taxi.

The driver said nothing beyond confirming the destination. That helped. I sat in the back with my bag on my lap, hands folded over it, watching the city pass. People in summer shirts. Students in clusters. Couples already leaning towards one another outside pubs after a few too many. The sky was still light, the evening dry. No shadow to hide me, no weather to explain the trembling in my hands.

At Queen Square, I got out, paid, and stood for a moment on the pavement.

The wine bar was on a side street, small and warm-looking, with dark windows and a chalkboard outside. I could see candlelight inside. Not many tables. No loud music. Julian had chosen carefully. I arrived six minutes early.

That felt right. Mara would not arrive late. Martin might, but Mara had taken too long getting ready to pretend she did not care. Julian was already there. He stood when I entered.

That nearly made me faint.

Not because standing is anything. Men stand for women in restaurants every day, though often with varying levels of sincerity. But Julian stood as if it were natural. As if Mara deserved the gesture. As if I had not spent the afternoon constructing the woman, he now looked relieved to see.

He wore a dark jacket over an open-collared shirt. His hair was neater than on the video call, but not too neat. He looked nervous. I loved that he looked nervous. It made him real.

“Mara,” he said.

My name in the room. Not on a screen. Not in my flat. Here.

“Julian.”

He smiled, and there was so much warmth in it that I nearly turned around and left to protect him from me. Instead, I crossed the room.

He did not try to kiss me. That was the first mercy. He touched my arm lightly, then seemed to think better of it, giving me space.

“You look beautiful,” he said.

The compliment landed deep within Mara, and it made something squirm in her stomach. I lowered my eyes, then remembered Nina’s voice. Stop apologising for who you are.

I looked back at him.

“Thank you. You look very nice.”

“Very nice,” he repeated, smiling. “I’ll take that. It sounds like a good place to start.”

“It is.”

His smile softened. “I’m glad you came.”

The waiter appeared then, saving me from the full force of answering. Julian had booked a corner table. Of course, he had. Quiet, but not hidden. Near enough to the window that the room felt open, far enough from the bar that we could talk.

He held the chair for me. Another small thing that made me squirm a little inside.

I sat carefully, smoothing the dress under me. He did not watch in a way that made me feel examined or found out. He simply waited until I was settled, then sat opposite.

The first minutes were strange because our conversation already had some history but our bodies did not. We knew each other’s texting habits. We knew the timing of replies, the way humour could be used, the safe topics and the dangerous ones. But now there were hands, eyes, glasses, the small movements people make before speaking. Julian’s fingers rested near the menu. Mine stayed on my lap until I realised hiding them made me look more frightened, so I placed them on the table.

He glanced at them.

Not too long.

I had shaped my nails myself. Clear polish. Nothing dramatic. My hands, not a stolen photograph. Better cared for now, but still mine. Scar near the knuckle. Long fingers. Slight tremor. He looked back at my face. “Your hands are lovelier in person.”

The sentence struck so directly that I could not speak for a moment. He had meant it kindly. It was kind. It also touched the old lie so sharply I almost reached for the printed confession in my bag.

“Thank you,” I said. “I felt so stupid about that.”

“I thought it was funny at the time. A little comical rebuke.”

He noticed that I blushed.

“Too much?”

“No. Just...I remembered something.”

He did not ask what.

The waiter returned. We ordered wine, then food. I chose something simple because eating while terrified is a skill I had not practised enough to be sure of. Julian chose pasta and joked about not choosing spaghetti on a first date.

The conversation began to move a little more easily with a glass of wine.

He told me about a garden project outside Bristol where the client wanted wild planting but also no insects, which he said was like wanting the sea without sand and rocks. I told him about Lucas and the energy drink label that needed more punch but less aggression which nobody quite understood. Julian laughed in the right places, which is a powerful aphrodisiac if you have spent years making dry comments to rooms that only half-listened.

He asked about Nina’s lipstick without knowing Nina existed. “That colour suits you,” he said. “It looked lovely on the call, but better here.”

I touched the stem of my wine glass.

“I had help.”

“With the lipstick?”

“With more than that.”

He waited.

I could have told him then. I nearly did.

Instead, I said, “Someone kind helped me stop being quite so frightened of my own face.”

Julian’s expression changed. “I’m glad.”

That was all.

Not who? Not why were you frightened? I wondered if he thought I might be neurotic and whether that would turn him off. He didn’t seem to mind.

The food came. I managed to eat. That felt like a victory.

By the second glass of wine, the date became almost natural. That was the most frightening part. I had expected constant performance. Checking the wig, the voice, the dress, the angle of my shoulders. Those checks still happened, but they moved further back. Julian held most of my attention. His stories. His hands. The way he listened with his head slightly tilted. The way he seemed to listen intently when I spoke.

Being treated as a woman by him was not the shock I expected. It felt dangerously easy. Mara was enjoying the attention. Mara was enjoying being a girl.

The door was held when I arrived. The compliment. The chair. His eyes returned to mine instead of lingering where they might have. The warmth of his hand near mine when he leaned forward to make a point. He did not overwhelm. He did not try to possess me. He let me feel affection in small, careful ways.

At one point, our hands touched near the wine glass. Accidental, perhaps. Neither of us moved at once. His fingers were warm. I looked down. Then up.

Julian’s face was open, and that openness hurt. Because he was not on a date with a fake. He was on a date with Mara. And Mara was sitting there, real enough to blush and false enough to break him.

He noticed something then.

Not the wig. Not the makeup. Not the voice. Nothing so simple. His gaze changed because something emotional failed to align. Perhaps he saw the guilt cross my face when his fingers touched mine. Perhaps he had heard the slight tightening in my voice every time he said something kind. Perhaps care, practised well, can detect the shape of what is being withheld.

“Mara,” he said.

I looked at him. He did not withdraw his hand, but he did not take mine either.

“Is there something you need to tell me?”

The room seemed to quiet. It did not, of course. The couple at the bar still talked. A waiter moved past with plates. Glasses touched somewhere behind me. A woman laughed near the window. Ordinary life continued, indifferent as ever to the moments that alter people.

My hand went to my bag. The printed confession was inside. Folded. Waiting. I could give it to him. I could let the paper do what my mouth feared. But Julian deserved my voice. Not a document. Not another layer between us.

“Yes,” I said.

His face did not close off or cloud over. That made it harder. He sat back slightly, giving me space without going away.

“All right.”

“I should have told you before tonight.”

He did not disagree.

The silence was not punishment. It was room for me to speak.

I felt Mara’s dress against my knees, the stockings beneath, the bra and forms, the wig shaped around my face, the lipstick on my mouth. I felt Martin too, not gone, not erased, sitting beneath the woman he had built from truth and deception because he had not known another way to let her breathe.

My voice shook.

I let it.

“Julian,” I said, “I need to tell you how I began.”


Chapter 10: The Truth in the Lie

There are sentences that change the mood of a room.

That one did.

Julian did not move at first. His hand remained near mine on the table, not touching now, but close enough that I could feel the absence of it. The wine bar carried on around us with cruel normality. A waiter passed behind me. A couple near the window laughed over something on a phone. Somewhere in the kitchen, plates clattered on worktops.

Life, as usual, failed to pause for disaster. Julian looked at me carefully.

Not with suspicion. Not yet. That almost made it worse. Suspicion would have helped. Suspicion gives you something to push against. Julian only looked as if he had felt the ground change beneath him and was waiting to see where it settled. For the big reveal.

“All right,” he said.

His voice was calm, but not relaxed.

I took the folded confession from my bag and placed it on my lap. I did not hand it to him. Not yet. The paper had been insurance, not courage. If the truth was going to break us, it should at least have the decency to come from my own mouth.

“The profile began as a lie,” I said. There. No decoration. No running start.

Julian’s face changed. Only a little, but I saw it. The attention sharpened. The warmth did not vanish, but it stepped back.

“What kind of lie?” he asked.

The question was fair. Horrible, but fair. I looked down at my hands. My real hands, shaped and polished, resting over the printed confession. Not the stolen hand from the photo. Mine.

“Mara wasn’t real when I made the profile. Not the way you thought. I created her one night because I was bored, lonely, and wanted to know what it felt like to be spoken to differently. To be someone different.”

Julian said nothing.

That silence worked harder than any accusation.

“The first pictures weren’t me. The coffee cup was mine, the river was mine, the bookshelves were mine. But the hand holding coffee was not mine. I found it online and edited it.”

His jaw tightened. I deserved that.

“I hated myself for sending it,” I said. “But not enough to stop.” The honesty landed badly, as honesty often does when it arrives late and underdressed.

Julian sat back.

“Mara,” he said, then stopped.

The name seemed to trouble him now. As if he had reached for it and found it altered in his hand.

“My name is Martin,” I said. That hurt in a way I had not expected.

Not because Martin was shameful. He was not. Martin had carried me this far. Martin had done the work, bought the makeup, learned the voice, walked into the wine bar. But saying his name across the table while dressed as Mara felt like opening a cupboard in the middle of a dinner and showing someone all the things you had hidden before they arrived.

“Martin Vale.”

Julian looked at me for a long time.

“You’re telling me you created Mara as a fake profile.”

“Yes.”

“And you kept talking to me.”

“Yes.”

“And the voice call?”

“That was me.”

“The video call?”

“That was me too.”

“I can see that,” he said, and there was pain in it now. “I mean, by then, you were already dressed as her.”

“Yes.”

“As Mara.”

“Yes.”

He looked down at the table, then towards the window, where the evening had deepened and the glass showed faint reflections of the room. I saw us there, dimly. Julian, still. Mara, hands clasped too tightly. A couple at a corner table, if you did not know better.

I knew better.

“I should have told you before the voice call,” I said. “Definitely before the video. Absolutely before tonight. I know that. I wrote it down because I thought I might not be able to say it.”

I lifted the folded paper slightly, then put it back. Julian’s mouth moved, not into a smile.

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because I was selfish.”

The answer came out before I could soften it. He looked back at me.

“I was frightened you would leave,” I said. “And I wanted more time as her before I had to lose her.” That was the first thing that made his expression change again. Not towards forgiveness. Not that. But towards understanding the scale of what I had done.

I carried on because stopping would be worse.

“The messages were true. That’s the part I kept hiding behind. I told myself I wasn’t really deceiving you because the things I said mattered. The personality, what I was doing at work, all that stuff. It was mine. The voice was mine. The woman you saw on the call was not invented from nothing. But the beginning was wrong. The first photo was wrong. Letting you believe I had always been Mara was wrong.” My throat tightened, but I did not look away. “I am sorry.”

Julian’s fingers closed around the stem of his glass. He did not drink.

“You let me feel something for someone who didn’t exist.”

The sentence struck harder because he did not raise his voice.

“Yes,” I said.

“No argument?”

“No.”

“Nothing about how it became complicated?”

“It did become complicated. But that doesn’t undo what I did to you.”

He closed his eyes briefly.

The waiter approached, saw the table, and seemed to make the excellent professional decision to vanish again.

Julian opened his eyes. “I need a minute.”

I nodded. “Of course.”

He stood.

Not abruptly. Not as a man making a scene. He stood carefully, as if too much speed might break something further, and walked towards the back of the wine bar. There was a small courtyard beyond the side door, strung with lights. I watched him go through it and step outside. The door closed behind him.

I expected him not to come back.

That expectation settled over me with a strange calm. Not peace. More like the body’s response after impact. The worst had occurred, or was occurring, and there was no longer any need to brace for impact. I had told the truth at least.

I sat in the corner of the wine bar as Mara, with Martin’s confession folded in my lap, and waited to be left. It would have been fair.

That was the bitter little mercy of it. I could not even make myself the injured party. Julian owed me nothing. If he walked out into the mild evening, kept walking, blocked the profile, and later told himself the whole thing had been one of those internet horrors people warn their friends about, he would not be wrong.

Not completely.

I touched my wrist where the bag strap had left a small mark. My nails caught the light. I wondered what Mara would do now. Could she continue to exist after this?

I thought of Martin’s flat. The dresses, skirts and blouses now filling the wardrobe. The wig stand. The makeup bag. I thought of going home alone, removing Mara piece by piece, not because she was false, but because I could not live with her. The thought was unbearable and deserved.

My eyes stung. I refused to cry in the wine bar. There are limits.

Julian came back. I did not see him at first. I had been looking at the folded paper. Then his shadow crossed the table, and I looked up. He stood there with his hands in his pockets, face composed badly. He had needed air. It had not fixed anything. Still, he had returned.

“May I sit?” he asked.

The question seemed like someone about to deliver a few home truths and I guess I deserved that.

“Yes.” He sat opposite me again, but not as close to the table as before.

“That was a lot,” he said.

“Yes.”

“I’m angry.”

“I know.”

“I’m hurt.”

“I know.”

“And I’m trying very hard not to make you responsible for everything.”

That went through me with painful accuracy.

He looked at the wine glass, then at me.

“Is anything else false?”

It was the right question. I took time with it.

“The job is real. Packaging project management. Bath is real. My flat is real. The books, the river, the coffee. My age was changed by two years. Martin is thirty-four. Mara said thirty-two.”

A tiny, humourless breath left him. “Of all the lies, that one is oddly traditional.”

“I know.”

“What about your voice?”

“I practised. But it is my voice. A softer version, I suppose.”

“And tonight?”

I felt my stomach tighten.

“Tonight is me. The dress, makeup, wig, all of it. Not borrowed photos. Not someone else’s body. I chose everything myself.”

He looked at my face then. Not assessing whether I passed. Something more difficult. Trying to see the person beneath the harm.

“And Mara?” he asked.

I heard the strain around the name.

“I don’t know all of what she is,” I said. “But she isn’t fake in the way she was at the beginning. She began as a lie. I know that. But she became the only way I could tell the truth.”

Julian looked away. I let him. The room had grown dimmer. Candles on the tables seemed brighter now. Outside, through the window, people moved past in the street, briefly framed, then gone.

“I wish,” he said after a while, “that you had trusted me earlier.”

“So do I.”

“No. You wish you had avoided hurting me. That’s not quite the same thing.”

I absorbed that and now felt close to tears. “You’re right.”

He looked back, tired now.

“I liked her before I saw her. The messages. The humour. The way you answered things. I liked the voice. I liked the woman on the video call. I liked you tonight. I don’t know what to do with the fact that the beginning was false.”

“Neither do I.”

“I’m not forgiving everything in one conversation,” he said.

“You shouldn’t.”

“And I can’t promise romance because that would be absurd.”

“I know.”

“But I don’t think Mara is nothing.”

The breath left me. He continued slowly, choosing each word.

“I think the person I’ve been talking to exists. I don’t know how, or what that means, or whether I can trust the path that brought her here. But I saw you tonight before you told me. I saw someone real. Frightened, yes. Guilty, clearly. But real.”

I covered my mouth with one hand. Not to hide. To hold myself in place. Julian’s eyes softened, but he did not reach for me. That restraint mattered. “I am not saying this is all right,” he said.

“I know.”

“I am saying I don’t want you to disappear.”

The tears came then, despite the wine bar, despite the limits, despite the fact that I had no right to make my relief the centre of his pain. I lowered my eyes and wiped them carefully with a tissue from my bag, trying not to ruin the artwork.

“Sorry,” I said, then stopped myself. “No. I mean, thank you.”

“For not running off?”

“Yes.”

“I considered it.”

“I know.”

“I may still need space.”

“You can have it.”

“I know I can,” he said. “I’m saying it so you hear that I’m choosing it if I take it, not punishing you.”

That was kind enough to hurt.

We did not stay long after that. The date had become something else. Not ruined exactly. Ruin is too simple a word. It had cracked open, revealing all the wiring. The waiter brought the bill with the solemn caution of a man approaching a marital dispute. Julian paid before I could object, then said, “Next time, if there is one, you can argue over the bill.”

Outside, the evening was cool. The sky had gone dark over the pale buildings, and the street lamps were on. People walked past us towards restaurants, buses, homes, lives with fewer immediate confessions. I stood beside Julian near the wine bar door, unsure how to leave.

He solved it gently.

“Do you want me to call you a taxi?”

“I can walk.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I think I need to.”

He nodded.

The silence that followed was not empty. It was full of almosts. Almost a hug. Almost a kiss. Almost a goodbye too final to survive.

Julian looked at me, at Mara, and said, “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Julian.”

He hesitated.

Then added, “Mara.” The name was not easy for him now. But he used it.

I walked home through Bath with my heart sore and my heels loud on the pavement. No one laughed. That fact mattered less tonight, but still mattered.

At the flat, I unlocked the door and stepped inside.

The rooms were quiet. The laptop lay open on the table, the confession document still on screen. An emotional collapse would have been tempting for another story, perhaps: clothes torn off, wig thrown down, a man broken by his own deception. But that was not what happened.

I was not ruined.

I was changed.

There is a difference, and it mattered.

I went to the bedroom and stood before the mirror.

Mara looked tired. The lipstick had faded. The wig had shifted a little from the walk home. The plum dress was creased at the waist. Her eyes were red from crying. She did not look like a fantasy. She looked like a woman who had been through a traumatic experience.

On the bed lay Martin’s clothes, where I had left them after changing. Shirt. Trousers. Socks. Underwear. A neat pile of ordinary fabric from an ordinary life. On the chair were Mara’s things from earlier: makeup bag, brush, spare stockings, the slip I had not chosen tonight.

I removed the wig. The shift was immediate.

Chestnut hair lifted away, and my own hair appeared beneath the cap. I removed that too. Martin looked back above the dress, makeup still on his face, earrings glittering.

For a moment, I expected some sort of shame to rush in and reclaim the room. It did not. What I felt was grief, perhaps, and tenderness. Martin had lied. Martin had also built the only bridge he could imagine, though he had built it badly and led someone else onto it before checking whether it would hold.

I touched the mirror. “Idiot,” I whispered.

I cleaned my face. Not to erase Mara. To care for the skin beneath her. Cleanser, water, towel. The lipstick came away. Foundation. Mascara. The face softened back towards Martin, but not entirely. I knew now that faces were not fixed things. They were arrangements of what lay inside.

I changed out of the dress and hung it properly.

Then I stood in my underwear and looked at the wig on the dressing table. No audience. No Julian. No Nina. No app. No camera. Only me.

I could leave it there. Put on Martin’s clothes. Sleep. Wake. Decide tomorrow.

Instead, I put on the slip. Then the dress again, not the plum one, but the green one from the first video call. It was easier, gentler, familiar. I did not redo full makeup. Just a little lipstick, because the mouth mattered. Then I picked up the wig.

Mara returned in the mirror, less polished now, but still present.

My phone buzzed.

I froze.

Julian.

For a moment, I could not open it. Then I did.

Julian: I’m home. I don’t know what I feel yet. I’m still hurt. But I’m glad you told me.

I sat on the edge of the bed.

Another message appeared.

Julian: Goodnight, Mara. No more lies. But don’t disappear.

I read it once.

Then again.

The room blurred.

No more lies.

But don’t disappear.

I thought of the first night, the profile, the voice call, the first sight of Mara in the mirror. I thought of Nina saying she looked happier than Martin did. I thought of Julian leaving the table and returning. I thought of how truth, when delayed, does not arrive clean, but may still arrive alive.

I typed carefully.

Mara: No more lies.

I stopped. Deleted nothing. Added the only promise I could make honestly.

Mara: I’m still here.

I sent it. Then I sat in the quiet flat, dressed as Mara by my own hand, and felt the first pretty lie loosen its grip.

Martin had begun with deception.

Mara was the truth that survived it.
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