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One Bridesmaid Short

By the time Lucy and I reached Ashcombe Manor on Friday afternoon, something had already gone wrong. I could tell before we'd even parked.

There were people moving around the front entrance with garment bags, presents and overnight cases, and Lucy's phone had been buzzing almost constantly for the last twenty minutes of the drive. She had answered three calls from Hannah and seemed visibly exasperated at two from someone called Becky. Then she got a ping and swore under her breath.

“What now?” I asked as she stared at another message. I was mildly amused that something like a wedding could cause such angst.

Lucy didn't answer immediately. “Chloe's in hospital.”

I looked across at her. “What?”

“Appendicitis. They took her in this morning. She's having surgery this afternoon.”

“Bloody hell. Is she all right?”

“They think so. But she's obviously not going to make the wedding.”

That seemed rather less important than the surgery, but I decided not to say so.

Lucy was one of Hannah Price's oldest friends and had been involved in this wedding for what felt like forever. Dresses, flowers, seating plans, hen weekends, menus, hair style try-outs that seemed a little over the top. I had learned enough to understand that weddings generated emergencies normal people wouldn't recognise as emergencies. And resolved to keep my mouth shut whenever possible.

I parked beside a Range Rover and switched off the engine.

Ashcombe Manor was impressive. A Georgian country house in pale stone with tall windows, gravel drives and lawns disappearing behind neatly clipped hedges. We'd been there once before for a weekend stay, although on that occasion the place hadn't contained seventy guests and several panicking bridesmaids.

Lucy was already undoing her seat belt. “Hannah's devastated.”

“She'll still get married.” Lucy gave me that look. I shrugged.  “I'm just saying.”

“Don't say that to Hannah.”

We took our cases inside.

The entrance hall was full of wedding activity. A florist was arguing politely with a man carrying chairs. Someone hurried past with a white cardboard box tied with a pink ribbon. Two women I recognised from the hen party photos waved at Lucy from the stairs.

Hannah appeared. She was wearing leggings, trainers and a loose cream jumper, her blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. She usually had the sort of cheerful energy that made everyone around her feel as though they were inferior somehow.

Right now, she looked close to tears. “Lucy.”

Lucy dropped the handle of her suitcase and immediately hugged her. “Oh, Han.”

“I know it's stupid.”

“It isn't stupid.”

“It is. Chloe's the one in hospital and I'm crying because my bloody wedding photographs are ruined. She was supposed to be standing next to Becky. We rehearsed everything yesterday. There are four groomsmen.”

“I don't think the marriage is legally invalid if the numbers don't match,” I said. Both women looked at me. It was the kind of look that could melt stone.

Lucy pointed towards the stairs. “Why don't you take the bags up?”

It wasn't a suggestion.

I took the bags up with some sense of relief to be out of the way.  Our room was on the second floor overlooking the lawn where the ceremony was supposed to take place if the weather held. I unpacked enough to find my vaper, hung my suit in the wardrobe and then spent ten quiet minutes staring out the window.

I liked Hannah. I liked her fiancé, James. I even liked weddings, within reason. But bridesmaid problems were comfortably outside my area of expertise. When I finally went back downstairs, Lucy and Hannah were in one of the smaller sitting rooms near reception. Becky and another bridesmaid, Sophie, had joined them.

Hannah was sitting on the edge of a sofa holding a cup of tea she didn't appear to really want.

“We can move everyone along,” Becky was saying. “It'll be fine. Nobody will care, honestly.”

“I'll care,” said Hannah.

Lucy noticed me standing in the doorway. “Mark, come in.”

“I thought I'd leave you to it,” I said holding up my hands in defence.

“No. Come in.” Again, it wasn’t a suggestion. When Lucy got the bit between her teeth and it was all action stations, it was best not to argue. I felt out of place with the girls, however, and quietly told myself not to say anything stupid or insensitive. I sat in an armchair near the window while they continued discussing arrangements that meant absolutely nothing to me.

Apparently, Chloe had not merely been a bridesmaid. She had been bridesmaid number three. There was an order. There were positions. I didn’t know this was a ‘thing’ but there were photographs already planned. There was also a table seating problem because Chloe's partner was now not attending either.

I wondered if James knew weddings were this complicated. Then there was a knock on the door jamb and a clearing of a throat.  A member of staff appeared with a large suitcase and a long garment bag.

“Miss Price?”

Hannah looked up. “Yes?”

“These were delivered for you. A gentleman said they belonged to a Miss Bennett.”

The suitcase was placed beside the sofa. The garment bag went across the back of a chair. For a moment everyone went quiet. Hannah looked at it a little sulkily. “That's her dress.”

Becky sighed. “At least she remembered to send everything, poor love.”

“She didn't,” Hannah said. “Her mum did.” Lucy reached over and touched Hannah's arm.

There was another silence. For a moment, it felt like we were sitting at funeral, looking at the casket of our dearly departed. Then Sophie said, “It's such a shame. It looked gorgeous on her.”

Lucy glanced at the garment bag. For some reason, she looked at me. I didn't think anything of it initially. She looked back at the dress. Then at me again. This time I noticed.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

I knew Lucy well enough to know that particular nothing meant something and it was usually very inconvenient.

“What?” I said more sternly.

She tilted her head slightly. “How tall is Chloe?”

Hannah frowned. “About five eight. I don’t know.”

Lucy looked at me. I stared back at her. I could see the cogs whirring.  She smiled. I gave her my look of ‘you’ve got to be kidding’. She said: “I haven't said anything.”

“You're about to.”

Hannah was looking between us now. “What?”

“Mark's about five nine.”

“Five ten,” I said a little to defensively.

“Nine and a bit.”

Becky started smiling. Lucy stood and walked over to Chloe's garment bag.

“No.”

“For God's sake, Mark.”

“No.”

“I only want to look at something.”

“You've already looked at it.”

She unzipped the garment bag.

Dusty rose satin appeared between the black sides. I stood up. “No.”

Hannah's expression had changed. Not much, but enough. She looked at the dress, then at me. Then at Lucy.

“Oh my God.”

Lucy giggled. “Do you think it will work?”

Becky was properly grinning now. Sophie covered her mouth with one hand. I looked at Hannah for support. That was a mistake. She was staring at me. There was a sudden change of atmosphere as the girls seemed to converge onto the same wavelength and it was the most frightening thing I’d seen in quite a long while.

“Chloe's quite slim,” Hannah said slowly.

“I can see the possibility,” piped in Becky.

“Oh, that will be so much fun,” said Sophie.

“I am not wearing a bridesmaid dress.” For some reason, my voice found itself drowned by the sudden eagerness of the girls.

Lucy took the dress out of the bag. It was nicer than I'd expected, although I wasn't about to say that. Soft pink satin, fitted through the waist and then falling into a full skirt. Thin straps. A slightly gathered front.

She held it up.

“No chance.”

“I'm not asking you to be a bridesmaid.”

“Good.”

“Just try the dress.”

“No.”

“To see if it fits.”

“Why?”

Lucy looked at me as if I was being deliberately stupid. “Because it might.”

“And then what?”

Nobody answered quickly enough. I laughed. “No. Absolutely not.”

Hannah finally smiled. It was the first time I'd seen her do it since we'd arrived. Lucy held the dress against herself and smoothed the skirt. We were about the same size and that was all she needed.  “We wouldn't even have to do anything.”

Another silence.

“Lucy.” She started laughing. I looked at Hannah. “You can't seriously be considering this.”

“I know it's completely mad, isn’t it?” Said Hannah.  “I just…” She looked at the dress again. “I just wish I could see.”

“You can see it. Lucy's holding it.”

“You know what I mean.” Hannah gave a weak little laugh. Then her face changed again. For a moment she looked genuinely miserable. Girls have this innate ability to play the wounded puppy and pull on a guy’s heart strings. Hannah seemed to have mastered it from a very early age.  “I'm not asking you to actually do anything. I promise.”

I looked at Lucy. She was suddenly doing a remarkably good impression of someone entirely innocent.

“Just try it,” Hannah added. “Please. If it looks stupid, we'll have a laugh and forget about it.”

Lucy held the dress out towards me. As usual, when presented with a fait accompli from her, I was absolutely powerless.

“No photos,” I said and realised I’d immediately made a big mistake.  “No one else sees.”

“Fine,” said Lucy.

“And this is not me agreeing to anything.” I could feel my face heating up as I stood there in front of the girls.

Becky stood. “We'll go and make ourselves useful somewhere.” She and Sophie were already moving towards the door.

Lucy pointed towards the door. “Come on, let’s go.”

Ten minutes later I was standing in our hotel room wearing nothing but my boxer shorts and a dusty rose bridesmaid dress pulled halfway up my body.

“This is ridiculous.”

“Lift your arms.”

I did. She pulled the dress higher. The satin slid over my stomach and chest before settling into place. I could feel the skirt brushing against my bare legs. Lucy stepped behind me.

“This isn't going to zip.”

“Good.” She pulled the zip. It went halfway. I smiled. “See?”

“Breathe in.”

I breathed in. She pulled again, one quick tug. The zip travelled smoothly up my back. I looked towards the mirror. The dress fitted. Not approximately. The waist sat where it was supposed to. The skirt fell cleanly over my hips. The top was obviously empty, but the shape of the dress itself wasn't wrong. I stared at my reflection.

“That is weird.” Lucy walked slowly around me. I suddenly felt much more exposed than I had when she'd first pulled the dress over my head. She put one hand over her mouth. “Oh.”

“What does that mean?”

There was a knock at the door. Before I could stop her, Lucy opened it. Hannah stepped inside and then stopped dead. She looked me up and down, then looked at Lucy. Her eyes widened.

“Wow, we could actually make this work.”


Making It Possible

Hannah was still staring at me. Lucy was smiling. I reached behind myself for the zip but couldn’t quite reach high enough. The skirt flitted across my legs and felt strangely delicious but I wasn’t going to admit that.  “Right. You've seen it. Very funny. Help me get this thing off.”

Neither of them moved. “Lucy!”

“Just a second.” She stepped closer and looked at the dress again, smoothing one side of the waist with her hand. Her touch made my throat tighten, something else I wasn’t going to admit.

“It really does fit.” Hannah walked around me. “This is bizarre. I don't mean bad bizarre.” She looked at Lucy. “His shoulders aren't even that much broader than Chloe's.”

Lucy ignored me too. “The skirt does most of the work.”

“Excellent. Lovely. Now unzip me.” For some reason, I suddenly felt like I wasn’t being heard.

Hannah was looking thoughtful. “His legs are a problem.”

I looked down. “My legs are fine.”

“They're hairy.”

“Exactly,” said Lucy as if this was some technical problem that needed a solution.  I stared at her. Lucy folded her arms.

Hannah sat on the edge of the bed looking quite giddy. “Well, if we were going to do it…”

“We aren't,” I interjected.

“…the legs would need shaving.”

“No.”

“And obviously the underwear.” I looked at Lucy. She glanced down at the dress.

“Okay, this is over, right now.”

“I think we're beyond over,” she said thoughtfully, tugging gently at one of the dress straps.

“No, we're not.”

Hannah started counting on her fingers. “Legs. Underwear. Shoes. Something up top. Hair. Makeup.”

I stared at her. “You've made a list.”

Lucy was trying not to laugh. I reached behind myself again. “Unzip me.”

This time she did. I pulled the dress down carefully and stepped out of it, suddenly relieved to be standing there in my boxers again. Lucy picked the dress up and hung it over the wardrobe door.

Hannah looked at me. “Mark, I know this is ridiculous. But if we could make it convincing…”

“No.”

“You haven't even heard me.”

“I have. The answer's still no.”

She looked down at her hands. That took some of the fight out of me. “I just don't want tomorrow to feel wrong.”

“Hannah, Chloe's in hospital. Nobody is going to blame you for having three bridesmaids instead of four.”

“I know.”

“Then that's it.”

She nodded, but she didn't look convinced. Lucy sat beside her. “What if he only did the ceremony?”

I turned. “Excuse me?”

Lucy looked at me. “Just the ceremony and photographs. You know, you’ve got quite a feminine face.”

“No.”

“Nobody needs to know.”

“That isn't the point.”

“You'd walk in with us, stand there for twenty minutes, have the photographs and change back.”

“You make it sound completely normal.”

“It would be an hour. At most.”

“An hour dressed as a bridesmaid. In front of anyone. Are you insane?”

“Maybe ninety minutes.”

“Excellent. Much better. Much better!”

Hannah looked up. Lucy stood. “Look, if we can't make you pass, we drop it.”

“Pass?”

“As a woman.”

I laughed. “No chance.”

“Exactly.”

“What does that mean?”

“You’ve got nothing to worry about.” She came closer. “Just let us see if it's possible.”

I looked at Hannah. She was watching me with that same hopeful expression. I sighed.  “If I agree to anything, and I mean anything, it is the ceremony and photographs. Then I change.”

“Yes,” Hannah said immediately.

Lucy nodded. “Absolutely.”

I should have made them sign something. But the truth was wearing the dress had done something inexplicable to me. It was as if I was glad to be coerced into it, to be transformed. I know that sounds stupid but that was how I felt in that moment.

“Fine.”

Hannah actually clapped. Lucy smiled as if she always knew that I would give in. Half an hour later I was standing in the bathroom on my own, covered from the neck down in epilation cream. I could feel it tingling, even burning slightly. I had resisted. Quite strongly.

Then Lucy had pointed out that the dress ended below the knee but not low enough to hide anything once I moved, and Hannah had offered me one of her razors.

“This is humiliating,” I shouted through the door. I heard giggling. The tingling started to turn to a slight burning feeling. At that point, Lucy shouted for me to get in the shower and scrub the cream off. Swathes of black, semi-dissolved hair fell off my body as I scrubbed, swirling down the plug hole. I remember thinking: There goes my masculinity.

I dried myself quickly. Lucy came in and she was obviously enjoying this more than anything in last few years we had been together. She ran a hand over my smooth legs. “Oh, wow, I could get used to that.” She kissed me on the lips and then said thank you.

Back in the bedroom, Hannah had returned with a collection of things I didn't want to examine too closely. She put them on the bed. A pair of nude heels. A small makeup bag. A bra. And a pair of beige women's knickers.

I stared at them.

Lucy laughed. “You can't wear boxers under satin.”

“I can.”

“We can’t have you dangling all over the place in your pretty dress.”

Hannah picked up the underwear. “They're seamless.”

Lucy held out her hand. “Give me the towel.”

I looked at her. “You realise Hannah is standing there?”

Hannah turned around. “I'm not looking.”

The knickers were softer than I expected and sat much closer to my body than boxers. Hannah opened a small shopping bag. She pulled out two silicone shapes. I stared at them.

“You already had those?”

“Becky likes a little extra cleavage sometimes. She’s willing to sacrifice for our little plot.”

A few minutes later I was wearing a lightly padded, strapless bra with the silicone forms sitting inside it. The sensation was deeply odd. When I looked down, there was now shape where there had never been before. Lucy pulled the bridesmaid dress over my head again and zipped it. Then she stepped back.

I looked in the mirror. The top of the dress no longer hung empty. It followed the shape of the bra and breast forms, giving me a small but unmistakably feminine chest. With the waist pulled in and the skirt falling over my hips, the dress suddenly looked less like a caricature and more like something designed for me.

I stopped smiling. Lucy noticed. “You've gone quiet.”

“It's weird.”

Hannah moved beside me. Lucy raised an eyebrow.

“Bad weird?”

I looked at the reflection again. “I don't know.”

That was the problem. From the neck down, I didn't look ridiculous. My face ruined it, obviously. My hair was wrong, my jaw looked too obvious and I had no makeup. But I could see what they meant now. There was something there.

Hannah handed me the shoes. She laughed when I tried to resist. “Come on. You’ve come this far.”

I sat on the bed and put them on. They weren't especially high, maybe three inches, nude-coloured with a closed toe and a narrow heel. I stood. Then immediately grabbed Lucy's shoulder.

“Oh, Jesus.”

“Small steps.”

“I know how to walk.”

“Not in those.”

She guided me across the room. “Keep your feet closer together.”

“This is ridiculous. This is definitely not going to work.”

“Stop looking down.”

“I need to see where my feet are.”

I took another step. Then another. The shoes changed everything. My stride had to shorten and my weight shifted forward. The skirt moved around my knees.

Lucy watched me. “Again. Walk to the door.” I did. “Turn.” I turned badly. She laughed. “Again.”

After ten minutes, I was less terrible. After twenty, I could cross the room without grabbing furniture. Hannah sat watching with a strange smile. She shook her head and seemed a little tearful.

Lucy walked over and adjusted one of the straps on my shoulder. Then she looked at me properly. Her expression had changed. The amusement was still there, but underneath it was something else. She touched the side of my waist. “You've got no idea how much potential you've got, do you?”

I felt my face warm. “Don't start. I’m already embarrassed.”

“I'm serious.”

She turned me towards the mirror. I looked again. Smooth legs. Heels. Pink satin. A waist. A chest. From the neck down, the person in the mirror was definitely beginning to look female.

Hannah checked her phone. “We need to go downstairs. James is asking where I am.”

I reached for the zip. “Thank God.” Lucy helped me out of the dress.

I immediately changed back into my own clothes, though pulling jeans over silky smooth legs felt surprisingly strange. Hannah picked up the dress. She kissed my cheek and hurried out.

Lucy remained by the door. I pointed at her.

“You promised. Ceremony, photos, done.”

“I know.”

“No changing the deal tomorrow.”

“I wouldn't dream of it.”

I narrowed my eyes. She picked up her phone.

“What are you doing?”

“Checking the time.”

“For what?”

She looked at me as if I'd forgotten something obvious.

“Your appointment.”

I stared at her.

“My what?”

Lucy smiled.

“Tomorrow morning, Maddie has a hair and face appointment.”


The Replacement Bridesmaid

I slept badly.

Every time I woke, I remembered the dress hanging in the wardrobe and Lucy’s final sentence before we went to bed. Come the morning, Maddie had a salon appointment. I also seemed to have been given a name, by the way – no consultation, just another push towards something different that I accepted without much of a fight.

By half past seven, there was no pretending any of it had been a strange Friday-night fever dream. Lucy was already showered and dressed in jeans and a loose white blouse, her hair clipped up while she worked through messages from the other girls on her phone. I lay there for another few minutes, hoping they might have forgotten. They hadn’t.

“Up,” she said eventually. “We need breakfast before we get started.”

I opened one eye. “I’m not going.”

Lucy looked at me. “It’s essential if you’re planning to look like a girl by the end of morning.” She smiled, put her phone down and came over to the bed. “You said we could see if it works. Yesterday proved the dress works. Today we find out whether the rest does. If it doesn’t, fine. We’ll stop.”

I sat up and looked towards the wardrobe. “And if it does?”

Lucy’s expression became far too pleased. “Then Hannah gets her fourth bridesmaid.”

In truth, I knew that stopping was a lie. Once Lucy, and I suspect the other girls now, got an idea in her head, there was no turning her back. That was one of the things I quite liked about her. The girls were in dress up mode and I was the unlucky doll.

Twenty minutes later I was eating toast in the hotel restaurant with freshly shaved legs hidden beneath my jeans and an unpleasant awareness that half the people in the room might be attending the wedding later. Hannah arrived halfway through breakfast, accompanied by Becky and Sophie, both looking cheerful in that organised, wedding-day way that made me suspect they had already been awake for hours, plotting various things.

Hannah kissed Lucy on the cheek, then looked at me.

“Morning, Maddie.”

I put my coffee down and grimaced. Becky laughed. “I think it suits you.”

Hannah sat beside Lucy and started talking about the wedding as if there was nothing else to talk about in the world today. The registrar was arriving at ten thirty. Photographs with the bridal party would begin at eleven. The ceremony was at twelve. Hair and makeup had been booked in one of the manor’s larger dressing suites, and apparently the stylists had zll been briefed.

I stopped chewing.

“Briefed about what?”

Hannah and Lucy exchanged a look as if I was an idiot who kept saying stupid things, which I was. “About you,” Lucy said.

Hannah leaned towards me. “Mark, they’re professionals. They’ve done theatre, weddings, photo shoots, all sorts. Nobody is going to make a thing of it.”

The dressing suite was on the first floor, overlooking the lawns. When we arrived, the room was already full of activity. Clothes hung from rails along one wall, open makeup cases covered two tables, and curling irons, brushes, sprays and little trays of jewellery seemed to occupy every remaining surface. You would have thought that it was a team putting on a lavish opera rather than a wedding.

Two stylists were working on a young girl in a party dress who seemed overly excited for the time of day and kept saying ‘princess’ over and over again. Another woman, perhaps in her forties, with short dark hair and black-rimmed glasses, looked up as we came in.

“You must be Mark.” I almost relaxed. Then she added, “Or are we calling you Maddie today?”

Lucy laughed before I could answer. “Maddie.”

I gave her a look. The stylist smiled without any trace of mockery. “Fine by me. I’m Elaine. Sit down and we’ll have a look at you. I must say, I wasn’t expecting this today of all days.”

There was something oddly reassuring about how ordinary she made everything sound. No giggling. No raised eyebrows. No questions about why I was doing it. She simply pointed to a chair in front of a large mirror and began assessing my face as if I was no different from the other women who were likely to pass through before the wedding began.

I lowered myself into the chair. “This is insane.” One last attempt at bravado – just to show them all that I wasn’t totally compliant.

Elaine draped a black cape around my shoulders. “Most weddings are. Yours is just slightly more interesting.”

“I’m not the one getting married.”

“One step at a time,” she said, laughing slightly.  She tilted my chin towards the light, then turned my head gently from one side to the other. “You’ve actually made my job quite easy.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“It’s important if you want the result to be convincing.” Across the room, Lucy had taken a seat beside Hannah. She was watching. I could feel her attention every time I glanced towards the mirror. Elaine started with my eyebrows. “I’m not taking much off,” she said, brushing them upwards. “They’re already fairly neat. Just cleaning the lower edge and giving them a little more shape.”

The first tug made my eyes water.

“Bloody hell.”

Becky looked across from the next chair. “Beauty hurts.”

“I was doing perfectly well without it.”

The girls laughed, including Elaine. She worked quickly. A few minutes later, the heavy straight line of my brows had softened. The change was small, but it altered my face more than I expected.

Then came skincare.

Moisturiser. Primer. Something cooling beneath my eyes. Elaine explained what she was doing as she worked, though I only absorbed half of it. Foundation evened out my skin, concealer softened the shadows around my eyes and nose, then she began adding colour back in.

“Nothing too dramatic,” she said. “You’re a bridesmaid, not going clubbing.”

“I appreciate the distinction.”

“Good.”

Soft brown shadow went across my eyelids. A darker shade was worked into the outer corners. She lined my eyes, then used mascara. I blinked at my reflection. The man in the mirror was still obviously me, but my eyes looked different. Larger. Cleaner. More noticeable. Elaine added blush high on my cheeks, then paused. “Lip colour?”

Lucy answered immediately. “Dusty rose.”

I turned slightly.

“Do I not get a vote?”

“No,” Lucy said. “You’ll choose something scarlet and obvious.”

Elaine smiled and applied the lipstick. That was the first moment I genuinely stopped talking. It wasn’t because of the lipstick itself. It was the combination. The brows, eyes, skin and colour all worked together. My face had lost some of the angles I was used to seeing. The features were the same, but they were being resovled differently.

Elaine noticed me staring. “There we go.”

I swallowed. “That’s…”

“Good?”

Lucy had stood up. She came over and rested one hand lightly on the back of my chair.

“You look pretty.”

I glanced at her in the mirror. “Don’t.”

“I’m serious.”

Elaine moved on to my hair. I had never thought of it as especially long, but I had been overdue for a cut and there was enough length on top and around the sides for her to work with. She dampened it, blow-dried it into shape and then added a discreet hairpiece that extended the length around the back and sides.

The result was a soft, layered style that brushed my jaw and curled slightly under at the ends. I barely recognised the effect. With my hair framing my face, the makeup suddenly made more sense. Elaine used a little spray, then stepped aside.

“Now I think we can call you Maddie.”

There was a pause. Not the awkward silence from the day before when I had first put on the dress. This time, the others simply looked at me. Becky smiled first. “Wow. Oh, Wow!”

Sophie nodded. “That really does work.”

Hannah looked delighted. Lucy looked almost smug. I turned back to the mirror. The difference between me and the women lounging around me no longer seemed as enormous as it had an hour earlier. I could still see the things that gave me away because I knew exactly what I was looking for, but from a distance, at a glance, I understood what they were seeing.

That was so unsettling.

Elaine removed the cape.

“Hands.”

“What about them?” I sighed, realising we weren’t quite finished.

She trimmed and shaped my nails, pushed back the cuticles, added gel extensions and then painted them a pale pink that looked almost natural until the light caught the gloss.

Lucy produced the pearl clip-on earrings. I stared at her. “You brought those with you?”

“Hannah did.” Somehow I knew that wasn’t true.

Elaine helped fasten them. When I looked in the mirror again, I had run out of complaints. There was no single thing left to point at and declare ridiculous. That was the problem. The girls settled down into their own routines and began transforming themselves while I sat there feeling increasingly like the world had taken a shift towards something unstoppable.

Hannah checked the time.

“We need to get dressed.” The room changed pace immediately. Makeup bags closed. Brushes disappeared. Garment bags were opened. Everyone seemed to know what they were doing except me. Lucy took my hand.

“Come on.” She led me into the adjoining bedroom where Chloe’s dress was already hanging from the wardrobe. On the bed were the bra, breast forms, seamless underwear and shoes from the previous night, along with a pair of sheer nude tights I hadn’t seen before.

I looked at them.

“Your legs will look better in them.”

She closed the door before I could argue further.

Getting dressed took longer this time because Lucy insisted everything had to sit properly. I put on the underwear and bra, slipped the breast forms into place and carefully pulled the tights over my legs. The sensation of the thin fabric against freshly shaved skin was unexpectedly smooth.

Lucy handed me the dress. I stepped into it. She pulled it up, settled the straps on my shoulders and zipped the back slowly. Then she stood in front of me and adjusted the bust, smoothed the waist and straightened the skirt.

“Shoes.” I sat down and put them on. Walking in them was easier than it had been the night before. Not easy, but manageable. Lucy watched me take a few steps. “Better.”

“I’ve been practising in my sleep,” I joked.

She smiled but, unusually, didn’t tease me. Instead she came closer and touched the side of my face.

“You really do look lovely.”

Something in her voice made me look away and I felt a deep blush heat my cheeks.

There was a knock at the door.

Hannah came in wearing her bridal dress, identical in colour but longer and slightly different in style. Her hair was up, her makeup finished, and she looked exactly like someone who belonged in at the altar.

She looked at me. Her mouth opened slightly. “You look like one of us.”

Lucy took me by the shoulders and turned me towards the full-length mirror. This was the first time I had seen everything together.

The hair. Makeup. Earrings. Dress. Legs.  Heels.

My first thought was that there had been a mistake.

For perhaps half a second, I thought I was looking at someone else.

My body looked narrower through the waist, softer through the chest and hips. The dress moved when I shifted my weight. My legs looked far better in the heels than they had any right to.

I stared.

Lucy was watching my face in the reflection.

“Well?”

I took a breath.

“I don’t know.”

Hannah laughed softly. She picked something up from the table behind her. Chloe’s bouquet. Small ivory roses mixed with pale pink flowers and greenery. She held it out.

I looked at it.

“I spoke to the registrar this morning.”

I stared at her.

“And the photographer.”

“You what?”

“They needed to know there had been a change.”

“A change?”

“A replacement bridesmaid.”

Lucy gave Hannah a look that suggested she might have preferred to break this news herself. I felt a cold little drop in my stomach.

“What exactly did you tell them?”

Hannah held the bouquet in both hands. “That Chloe couldn’t attend and another friend was stepping in.”

I looked from her to Lucy.

Hannah stepped closer and handed me the bouquet. “They’ve been told her name is Maddie Ellison.” I took it without meaning to.

For the first time that morning, I understood that this wasn’t about hiding at the back of a photograph for half an hour.

Somebody had already created a place for me.

And Maddie was expected downstairs.


Bridesmaid Maddie

Walking downstairs was more of a challenge than sitting in the salon hotel room.

At least there I had been surrounded by people who knew exactly what was happening. Elaine knew I was Mark. Hannah knew. Lucy knew. Becky and Sophie knew. There had been no possibility of fooling anyone because there had been nobody to fool.

The staircase changed that. Now I had to appear the part and fool around 100 guests without blinking a pretty little eye.

We left the dressing suite shortly after eleven, with Hannah leading and the rest of us following in a loose group. I kept my bouquet clasped in both hands and concentrated far too hard on putting one foot in front of the other. The heels were manageable now, but the polished wooden stairs made me nervous, and I was acutely aware of the skirt moving around my legs with every step. The swish was not unpleasant but the truth was I couldn’t quite see my feet.

Lucy was just ahead of me. Halfway down, she glanced back.

“I’m trying not to break my neck.”

“You won’t.” She smiled and turned forward again.

The entrance hall was much busier than it had been the previous afternoon. Guests were arriving, hotel staff were carrying trays towards the reception rooms, and several men in suits were standing near the front doors. I immediately felt as though every one of them had turned to look at me.

A couple glanced towards the bridesmaids as we descended, but their eyes moved over the group without stopping. An older woman smiled at Hannah. A man holding a glass of champagne stepped aside to let us pass.

I wasn’t sure whether that made me feel better or considerably worse.

We were directed towards the terrace for photographs before the ceremony. The photographer, a cheerful man called Peter, greeted Hannah and started arranging everyone with the brisk authority of someone who had done this hundreds of times before.

“Maddie?”

I nearly looked around to see who he meant. Then Lucy nudged my elbow. “That’s you.”

Peter pointed towards the other side of Hannah. “Just there for me. Lovely.”

I moved into position.

There was no hesitation in his voice. No smirk. He treated me exactly as he treated the others, telling me to turn my shoulders slightly, bring the bouquet down and stand closer to Sophie.

“Perfect. Chin up a touch.” I obeyed before I had time to think about it. The camera clicked. We moved through one arrangement after another. Hannah with all four bridesmaids. Hannah with Becky and Sophie. The bridesmaids together. Then a photograph of Lucy and me with Hannah between us.

At one point, Lucy reached over and adjusted the waist of my dress.

“You’ve twisted it.”

“I didn’t know dresses could twist.”

“They can when you keep fiddling with them.”

“I’m not fiddling.”

“You are. Leave it alone.”

She smoothed the satin down over my hips, then stepped back and gave me an approving look. I lowered my voice. “How many more photographs?”

“Several.”

“You said I could change after the photographs and the ceremony.”

“And you can.”

“Good.”

“When they’re finished.”

I looked towards Peter, who was now discussing another shot with Hannah.

“That sounds suspiciously open-ended.”

Lucy laughed.

Before I could say anything else, one of the older guests approached us. I recognised her vaguely from a photograph Hannah had once shown Lucy, though I had no idea who she was. She smiled warmly at Lucy.

“You all look beautiful. Hannah must be thrilled.”

“Thank you.”

Then she looked at me.

“And your friend Maddie looks lovely. Such a pretty colour on her.”

I felt something shift inside me. It was only a sentence. A completely ordinary wedding compliment. But she hadn’t hesitated. She hadn’t looked twice. She hadn’t lowered her voice or tried to work out what she was seeing. She had simply seen Maddie.

I managed a smile.

“Thank you.” The voice that came out was still mine. I immediately wondered whether that had ruined everything. Apparently not. The woman smiled again and moved away.

I stared after her. Lucy was watching me. “What?”

“You heard her.”

“Obviously.”

“She thought you were a woman.”

Lucy’s smile became knowing. Before I could answer, we were called back for another photograph.

The ceremony itself began an hour later. That was the part I had been dreading most. We were served a bottle of champagne while we waited and Hannah disappeared off ready to make her grande entrance.

One of the ushers came over as we waited near the entrance to the ceremony room. He was perhaps thirty, dark-haired and wearing a navy suit with a pale pink buttonhole. I had met him the night before, although he clearly hadn’t recognised me now.

“Maddie?”

I swallowed. “Yes?”

“I’m Tom.”

He smiled and offered me his arm. “We’re together, apparently.”

For one horrible moment I thought he meant something else. Then I realised he was talking about the procession. “Right. Yes.”

I slipped my arm through his.

He didn’t react. That was becoming the strangest part of the whole day. Everyone behaved as though this was normal, which made it increasingly difficult for me to maintain the belief that it obviously wasn’t.

The music began.

We moved forward.

I kept my steps small, exactly as Lucy had taught me. Tom adjusted his pace automatically to match mine, and the dress swayed gently around my knees. Guests turned towards us as we entered. For the first few seconds, I was convinced somebody would notice.

Then I saw smiles. A woman whispered something to the man beside her. Another guest raised a phone for a photograph. Nobody looked shocked. By the time I reached the front, my heart was beating so hard I could feel it beneath the bra.

Tom released my arm and I moved into position beside the other bridesmaids. Then Hannah appeared and everything changed again. People stood. The room went quiet. James looked as though he had forgotten anyone else existed.

And for twenty minutes, I stopped being the main event in my own head. I stood with the others, held my bouquet and watched two people I liked get married. Every so often I remembered what I was wearing. Then I forgot again. With her veil in place, Hannah looked elegant and spectacular. Whether it was the dress and the challenge of being Maddie, I almost felt a tear break loose when they exchanged vows and finally kissed.

Afterwards came more photographs. Lots more. I looked at Lucy.

“You said after the photographs.”

“These are the proper photographs.”

“What were the others?”

“Pre-ceremony photographs.”

I gave her a look. She smiled sweetly. We moved onto the lawn, where Peter arranged the wedding party beneath a large cedar tree. This time the groomsmen joined us. Tom ended up beside me again.

“Survived the walk, then?”

“Just about.”

“First wedding as a bridesmaid?”

I nearly laughed. “Yes.”

He grinned.

“No, seriously. You did well.” Again there was nothing in his manner to suggest he saw anything unusual. That should have been reassuring. Instead it made me increasingly conscious of my hair, my makeup, the weight of the breast forms and the shape the dress gave me.

He thought I was a woman. Not because Lucy had told him to pretend. Because he genuinely did. Peter moved us around again. At some point, I realised I had stopped thinking about the heels. I simply walked where I was told. Everything seemed to come naturally.

The first time I sat down during the drinks reception, I automatically smoothed the skirt beneath me before lowering myself into the chair. The movement happened without thought.

Lucy’s right eyebrow lifted. “Like a duck to water.” She smiled into her glass of champagne. “You're learning.”

I hated how pleased she looked. A waiter passed with drinks and I took one. We were perhaps half an hour into the reception when Hannah came over, beaming now that the ceremony was finished.

“You were brilliant.”

I glanced around. “Keep your voice down.”

She laughed. “Nobody cares.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

“No, I mean it. Nobody knows. Nobody can tell. Even Tom. Poor boy, I think he’s got a little crush brewing.”

I looked at her.

A little later, I caught sight of myself in one of the long mirrors near the bar and stopped. My lipstick had faded slightly. Without thinking, I touched my lips. Lucy appeared beside me. “You need to top it up.” I turned. “You were checking.”

“I was not.”

“You absolutely were.”

She opened her handbag and handed me the lipstick.

I stared at it.

“You’re enjoying this far too much.”

“That, my darling, is perfectly true.”

There was no point pretending she wasn’t. Lucy had been watching me all day. Not cruelly. Not as though she wanted me embarrassed. She simply seemed fascinated. Every time somebody accepted me without question, she looked delighted. Every time I moved naturally in the dress or forgot to complain for five minutes, she noticed.

I took the lipstick.

“Bathroom.” She smiled.

“Good girl.”

I gave her a filthy look and walked away. By the time I returned, dinner was about to begin. I stopped beside our table.

“Right,” I whispered. “This is where I change.”

Lucy looked genuinely surprised. “Now?”

“Yes, now.”

“Dinner’s starting. You can’t disappear halfway through the wedding party being seated.”

“I can. Watch me.”

Hannah arrived at exactly the wrong moment.

“What’s happening?”

“Maddie wants to change.”

She looked at me.

“Already?”

“Already? I’ve been dressed like this for hours.”

“You can’t change before dinner.”

“Why not?”

“Because everyone thinks Maddie is one of the bridesmaids. And what are we going to tell Tom when you come back downstairs as Mark?”

I opened my mouth. Then closed it. She had me. Hannah smiled.

“Just through dinner.”

I looked from one to the other.

“Dinner. Then I change.”

“Absolutely,” Lucy said.

I should have recognised the tone. Dinner became speeches. The speeches became coffee. Then Hannah wanted photographs of the bridesmaids at the tables.

Then the evening guests started arriving. At half past seven, I stood near the dance floor with my arms folded.

Lucy was holding two glasses of champagne. “First dance is in ten minutes.”

“I am not needed for the first dance.”

“No, but Hannah wants all of us there.”

“All of us?”

“The bridesmaids.”

I stared at her.

She handed me a glass. “Maddie included.”

Then the music started, Hannah and James walked onto the dance floor, and everyone gathered around them. Lucy slipped her arm through mine. I looked down at it. She leaned closer.

“You're still here. You could have changed hours ago.” Her smile widened. “I didn't exactly chain you to the dress. I believe the girl does protest too much.”

I looked across the room. Tom caught my eye and raised his glass. I automatically smiled back. Lucy saw that too. Then she leaned towards my ear. “You know what I think?”

“I suspect you're going to tell me.”

“I think you've stopped minding.”

I turned to argue. The words didn't come. The worst part was that she might have been right.


The Bridesmaid Problem

By nine o’clock, I had stopped counting how many times I had tried to change.

Every time I thought there was finally a natural moment to disappear upstairs, somebody needed the bridesmaids for something else. Hannah wanted us beside the cake. Peter wanted another photograph near the staircase. James’s mother insisted on gathering everyone together for a group picture that took fifteen minutes to organise and about ten seconds to finally take.

Eventually, even I had to admit that changing would have created more attention than simply staying as I was. What I wouldn’t admit was that I was beginning to enjoy being Maddie, even if it was temporary. I kept catching sight of myself in a mirror or window or glass surface and something clutched at my heart.

I stood near the dance floor in a dusty rose bridesmaid dress, holding a glass of champagne and watching Hannah and James move through their first dance while Lucy stood beside me with one arm linked through mine.

“You’re very quiet,” she said.

“I’m exhausted.”

“From what? Looking pretty?”

“From spending the entire day trying not to fall over, expose myself, say something too loudly or get discovered by seventy people.”

Lucy smiled. “And yet none of those things happened.”

I looked across the room, where Tom was talking to one of the other groomsmen. Earlier he had asked if I lived near Bath and whether I knew Lucy from university. I had managed to answer without inventing an entire life for Maddie, though it had been close. He still had no idea who I was.

“That’s the part I still don’t understand.”

“What?”

“How nobody noticed.”

Lucy turned to me properly. “Because you look convincing. I told you that hours ago.”

“Yes, but you’re biased.”

She laughed and took a sip of champagne. There was no denying that Lucy had enjoyed the day. She had watched me almost constantly, but she seemed more interested in the little moments when I forgot to be embarrassed than the ones when I was. She noticed when I stopped looking down at my heels, when I smoothed my skirt before sitting, when I checked my lipstick in the mirror near the bar. Every small adjustment seemed to confirm something she had already decided about me.

The music changed, and Hannah waved at us from the dance floor. Lucy immediately put down her glass.

“Come on.”

“I’m not dancing.”

“You’ve walked down an aisle, survived photographs, sat through dinner and spent half the evening talking to men who think your name is Maddie. Dancing is hardly the dangerous part.”

“That doesn’t make me Fred Astaire.”

“Maybe Ginger Rodgers.”

She pulled me gently towards the dance floor before I could come up with another objection. I expected to feel ridiculous again, but the room was crowded and nobody was paying much attention to us. Lucy kept things simple, one hand in mine and the other at my waist, guiding rather than making a performance of it. I moved carefully at first, conscious of the skirt and the heels, but after a minute or two the nerves began to fade.

“You’re getting better,” she said.

“At being a bridesmaid?”

“At moving like a girl.”

I glanced down. “Don’t,” she said. “Look at me.”

I did, partly because it was easier than looking at everyone else and expecting them to notice something odd about the fourth bridesmaid.

I was wearing a dress, a bra, breast forms, tights and heels. My face was made up, my nails were pink, and my hair had been styled into something that would have been impossible to explain to anyone from work. Yet standing there with Lucy, I felt less self-conscious than I had all day. She must have noticed because her expression softened.

“I was just thinking you look happy.”

“I’m not happy.”

“You’re dancing with me.” She smiled, and I found myself smiling back. Later, once the music had stopped and everyone had returned to their tables, Hannah tapped a glass with a spoon and asked for everyone’s attention. I assumed there was going to be another speech.

There was. Unfortunately, part of it was about me.

“I just want to say one more thank you,” she said, looking across the room. “Yesterday afternoon, I thought I’d lost one of my bridesmaids and completely ruined all my plans. Chloe is absolutely fine, by the way, and has already sent me a very rude message about missing the free champagne.”

Everyone laughed. I began to get an uncomfortable feeling. Hannah found me in the crowd.

“And then Maddie stepped in at the last possible moment and somehow saved the day.”

My stomach dropped. Lucy immediately took hold of my hand beneath the table.

Hannah smiled at me. “So thank you, Maddie. You were wonderful.”

The room applauded. For several seconds, I wanted the floor to open. People turned towards me, smiling and clapping. Tom raised his glass. James gave me a thumbs-up. Someone near the back actually cheered. I managed a small, embarrassed wave.

Lucy leaned closer. “You’re blushing.”

“I hate you.”

“No, you don’t.”

I should have been mortified, and I was, but there was something else mixed in with it. I had helped Hannah. The wedding had gone exactly as she wanted, the photographs looked right, and nobody had spent the day whispering about the strange replacement bridesmaid. For some ridiculous reason, I felt proud.

It was nearly midnight when Lucy and I finally made it back upstairs.

By then my feet hurt, my lipstick had been reapplied twice, and I had drunk enough champagne to stop caring whether my walk looked feminine. I kicked the bedroom door shut behind us and leaned against it.

“Done.”

Lucy laughed. “You made it. You were brilliant.”

“I did as I was told.”

“You did a little more than that.”

I crossed the room and looked at myself in the mirror. The person looking back at me was still Maddie. The makeup had softened slightly after hours of wear, and a few strands of hair had escaped around my face, but the effect was still there. If anything, I looked more natural now than I had in the morning. Less arranged.

More lived in. Lucy came up behind me.

She unzipped the dress slowly and helped me ease it down over my hips. I stepped out of it and stood there in tights, heels, bra and breast forms while she carefully lifted the dress from the floor. She placed it on a hanger and put it in the wardrobe. I expected relief.

Instead, the mirror suddenly looked wrong.

Without the satin skirt and fitted waist, the whole image seemed unfinished. Lucy noticed immediately.

“You looked disappointed.”

“I’m tired.”

She smiled but didn’t argue. I sat on the edge of the bed and removed the heels, flexing my toes with enormous relief. Lucy came over and unclipped the pearl earrings one at a time, placing them on the dressing table before reaching for the makeup remover.

“Close your eyes.”

I did.

She wiped away the mascara first, then the shadow and foundation. Gradually, Mark began to return beneath everything Elaine had done that morning. When I opened my eyes again, most of the transformation had gone.

The lipstick remained. Lucy was doing that deliberately.

She folded the cotton pad in her hand.

I looked at myself in the mirror. Without the eye makeup and styled dress, the lipstick seemed much more obvious.

“Why?”

“Because I like it.”

I looked at her. Lucy smiled. There was no joking in it this time. “Did you enjoy today?”

“No.”

“You’re lying.”

I reached up and touched my hair, which was still partly styled. She sat beside me. “You stopped trying to escape by the end.”

“I was tired of arguing.”

“You danced.” Lucy laughed. “Like a girl.” She studied me for a moment, then asked more softly, “What about when people thought you were a woman?”

I looked away.

“I don’t know.”

“You liked it.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.”

I stood and started removing the tights, mostly because I needed something to do. “It was for Hannah. That’s all.”

“Of course.” Lucy waited until I looked back at her. “So you’d never want to be Maddie again?”

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out immediately. That hesitation was enough. “Right.”

I shook my head and reached for my overnight bag.

“Can I finally put some normal clothes on?”

Lucy glanced towards the wardrobe. Then she smiled in a way I didn’t trust. She crossed the room and opened the door again. She held the hem of the bridesmaid’s dress.

“Hannah said to give it to you.”

I stared at her.

“What?”

“As a thank-you. She said Chloe has no use for it now and you earned it.”

I looked at the satin dress hanging there, the same dusty rose that had seemed completely absurd less than forty-eight hours earlier.

She waited.

“Lucy.”

She laughed quietly, closed the wardrobe door and turned back towards me.

“Don’t worry. I’m sure Maddie will find another occasion for it.”

“What does that mean?” My voice was quiet.

She opened a drawer by the bed and took out a sheer pale pink negligee and panty set, holding it up in the low light of the room. She laid it across the bed and then turned back to the drawer. She took out an identical set and laid it next to the first. I swallowed heavily.

“Perhaps Maddie would like to come to bed with me,” she said.
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