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Chapter One: The Dress in the Window

Dan Bridges didn’t know when he started thinking about the dress or how he'd come across the shop in the first place.

It was hidden off the main road in a side street, a throwback to another time. It sat on an old cobbled street that had seen better days, with a long-closed dry cleaner's on one side and a grubby, greasy café that drew a few workmen but mostly down-at-heel types during the day.

The shop itself didn't fit the landscape, if that's how he could put it. Its walls were freshly painted in dark emerald, and gold lettering across the top said Chez Amélie Vintage Clothing. The window was wide and clean and filled with all sorts of items: a pinstripe suit, a pair of elegant brogues, a fine Pashtun shawl and a child’s sailor outfit.

Then there was the dress.

It stood on a mannequin towards the back of the display, positioned slightly above everything else so that it caught the light. Gold was the only colour Dan could think of, but even that didn't seem quite right. Sometimes it looked champagne, sometimes almost bronze, and when the afternoon sun managed to find its way between the buildings, the thousands of tiny beads and sequins stitched into the material gave off little flashes of light.

It was unmistakably old-fashioned.

Dan knew very little about women's clothes, vintage or otherwise, but even he could place it somewhere around the nineteen-twenties. He had seen dresses like it in films. Sleeveless, fitted close through the body, the fabric covered with geometric patterns picked out in tiny gold beads. Fine rows of fringe softened the lower part of the skirt, designed to move when the woman wearing it walked or danced.

The mannequin itself was slender and elegant, one hand resting by its side and the other raised slightly as though waiting for a cigarette holder or champagne glass.

Dan had no reason to be interested in it. That was the part he couldn't explain.

His normal working day involved almost nothing that could reasonably be described as beautiful. He worked in accounts for a corporation large enough to have several floors of an office building in central London, a company whose name appeared on sponsorship boards and conference programmes but whose actual purpose Dan sometimes struggled to explain even to himself. There were departments inside departments, managers who reported to other managers and meetings whose sole apparent purpose was arranging further meetings.

Dan was small-fry in the organisation.

Invoices, expenditure reports, spreadsheets, projections and reconciliations. He spent his days comparing columns, checking totals and investigating discrepancies. On Monday morning there would be several hundred unread emails. By Friday afternoon he would have dealt with most of them, only for another few hundred to be waiting when he returned after the weekend.

People said hello when he arrived, occasionally asked whether he had any plans for the weekend and included him in office collections when somebody was leaving or had a birthday. Dan occupied that peculiar professional space where everyone knew his name and almost nobody knew anything about him.

He suspected the company would require perhaps two days to replace him if he disappeared. Maybe less.

Most evenings he left shortly after five thirty and joined the slow migration towards the Underground. His flat was in Loughton because living any closer to central London had become ridiculous on his salary. Even Loughton was pushing things. Rent swallowed an amount of money that seemed almost offensive, leaving him with enough for bills, food and the occasional takeaway.

The journey home usually took close to an hour, assuming London Underground was behaving itself. There were evenings when he spent twenty minutes standing on a platform studying the same service-update notice, followed by another twenty squeezed into a carriage that wasn’t moving.

The flat was fine.

One bedroom, a small sitting room, a kitchen with just enough room to open the oven without striking the opposite cupboard. The landlord had described it as spacious and contemporary, which Dan had gradually realised was estate-agent speak for a place that didn’t quite measure up.

He lived alone.

Once there had been a reasonably active social life. University friends, old school friends, a couple of people from previous jobs. Over the years those relationships had thinned out. People moved. People married. People had children and bought houses in places Dan could not afford. WhatsApp groups gradually became photographs of kitchens being renovated and babies wearing seasonal costumes.

Everyone seemed to be moving forwards while he stood still.

Recently even going out had become something he calculated. Two pints in central London could become twenty quid before he'd even considered food or transport, so most evenings he simply went home.

The book he was reading at the moment wasn't even his.

Someone had left it on the seat opposite him on the Central line a week earlier.

The Last Romantics.

The cover showed a rain-darkened Parisian boulevard beneath glowing street lamps, with a woman in a long coat walking away from the viewer. It was about Paris in the nineteen-twenties. Dan had expected it to be pretentious rubbish. It wasn't too bad.

The story followed artists, writers and musicians drifting around Montparnasse between smoky cafés, cheap hotels and parties where everybody drank too much and talked about changing the world. There were beautiful women with bobbed hair, penniless poets in expensive-looking coats and holes in their shoes and Americans who seemed to have crossed the Atlantic largely to annoy everyone else.

Dan knew perfectly well that real life in 1920s Paris had probably involved considerably more poverty, bad plumbing and tuberculosis than the novel suggested. He didn't particularly care. It was somewhere else.

Sometimes on the journey home he would look up from the pages and find his own reflection in the dark carriage window, surrounded by commuters staring at phones, and feel that the wrong life had somehow been placed around him.

The dress began entering those thoughts.

At first Dan passed Chez Amélie perhaps twice a week. The side street provided a slightly quieter route between the office and the station, particularly when the pavement on the main road became clogged with tourists and delivery riders.

Then he began using it every day. He told himself the route was quicker. It wasn't.

The dress was always waiting.

It never seemed to move, yet something about the display occasionally looked different. One evening the mannequin appeared turned fractionally towards the window. Another time the fringe seemed to be swaying gently even though the glass enclosed it completely.

Dan stopped on the pavement. He watched. Nothing moved. “Idiot,” he muttered, then continued towards the station.

He would stand near the window pretending to examine the other items while his attention inevitably returned to the gold dress. The craftsmanship fascinated him. Up close, the patterns became more intricate, lines of beads curving around the bodice before spreading into angular Art Deco shapes towards the hips.

It looked expensive. There was no price displayed.

Dan began wondering who had worn it.

That seemed like a more acceptable form of curiosity. Vintage clothes had histories. Perhaps some wealthy young woman had danced in it at the Savoy. Perhaps it had belonged to an actress or socialite. Perhaps it had spent decades packed in tissue paper inside an attic before being discovered and ending up here.

He imagined perfume lingering in the fabric. Cigarette smoke.

One Thursday evening he reached Loughton and realised he had read the same page of The Last Romantics four times because he had spent the entire journey thinking about the dress.

That was when he decided the fascination was becoming stupid. He deliberately took the main road on Friday. He did the same on Monday.

By Tuesday afternoon he was back outside Chez Amélie.

The shop was open, although Dan rarely saw customers inside. Occasionally an elderly woman browsed the racks or somebody emerged carrying a paper bag, but most days the interior seemed quiet. Through the glass he could see dark wooden cabinets, clothing rails and old-fashioned lamps with cream shades. The place appeared much larger inside than the narrow frontage suggested.

He never saw whoever ran it.

The name suggested a Frenchwoman called Amélie, but that could easily be marketing. Dan imagined some middle-aged man in a warehouse sourcing old clothes from house clearances and selling them at enormous mark-ups to people who called everything “curated”.

Yet somehow that explanation felt wrong. Chez Amélie did not look manufactured. It looked as though it had always been there.

Then he dreamed about the dress for the first time. Or rather, he dreamed about the woman wearing it.

He was in Paris.

Not modern Paris, but the Paris from the novel. Cars with long bonnets moved along the boulevard. Street lamps cast warm pools of light across wet pavements and music escaped whenever café doors opened. There were people everywhere, fashionable couples and groups of laughing women stepping from taxis beneath glowing signs.

Ahead of him walked a woman. He never saw her face.

The gold dress shimmered around her body as she moved, beads and fringe sparkling beneath the street lamps. Her heels clicked against the pavement. Blonde hair had been styled into soft waves around her head, and a tiny gold clutch swung from one hand.

Dan followed.

He wanted to call out, though he had no idea what name to use. She turned a corner. Dan hurried after her. The boulevard beyond was empty.

Then his alarm sounded and it was back to the routine. Shower. Coffee. Train. Office. Numbers. Train. Flat. Sleep.

The routine resumed, but the dream returned twice that week. Each time the same woman appeared. Sometimes she walked through Paris. Once she was dancing inside a crowded club beneath chandeliers while a jazz band played somewhere beyond Dan's sight. Another time she simply stood before a tall mirror with her back towards him.

She wore the gold dress in every dream.

On Friday afternoon Dan could barely concentrate.

His manager sent back a spreadsheet because Dan had entered the same monthly figure twice, something he almost never did. At three fifteen he found himself staring through the office window without seeing the buildings outside. At four forty he checked the time for the sixth time in twenty minutes. At five thirty he shut down his computer.

Unsually, he joined two colleagues for a drink.

One became two.

Someone bought him a third before leaving, and by seven o'clock Dan was sitting alone at the end of the bar with the pleasant warmth of alcohol softening the edges of the week. He opened The Last Romantics but didn't read it.

The gold dress occupied his thoughts. He could go into the shop. The idea seemed absurdly simple after weeks of circling it. He didn't have to explain why he liked the dress. He could say he was buying it for somebody. A girlfriend. Sister. Birthday present. Theatre production. There were dozens of perfectly reasonable explanations.

At seven twenty, Dan finished his drink and left.

The evening had turned cool, and central London was beginning its Friday-night transformation. Office workers crowded pubs, taxis crawled along the main road and restaurants filled with people who apparently had considerably more income than he did.

Dan turned into the side street. Everything became quieter.

The greasy café was closed. The old dry cleaner's remained dark behind its faded shutters. Chez Amélie glowed between them. Dan stopped. He had expected it to be closed too.

The shop window was illuminated from within. And the dress was magnificent. Moreso than all the times before.

Dan moved closer to the glass. For one strange second he thought he saw the woman from his dreams reflected in the window rather than himself.

He laughed quietly, though there was nobody around to hear. “You've had too much to drink.”

He walked to the door, emboldened by the drinks. His hand remained on the brass handle. Then Dan Bridges pushed it open.

A tiny silver bell rang somewhere above his head, and the scent of old perfume drifted towards him as he stepped inside Chez Amélie.


Chapter Two: Madame Amélie

The bell above the door gave one final delicate chime behind him and then the silence closed in again. It was a different sort of silence from the empty office at the end of the day or his flat late at night. Those places merely lacked people. Chez Amélie seemed to possess a quietness of its own, muffling the traffic from the main road and leaving him suddenly aware of the faint creak of floorboards beneath his shoes and the ticking of a clock somewhere towards the back.

He stood just inside the doorway, already wondering why three drinks had persuaded him that coming inside was a good idea. What was he going to say?

The shop was ordered, but cluttered. Everything appeared to have its proper place, though there was so much of it that Dan could not imagine how anyone remembered where that place was. Dark wooden rails were packed with clothing, while shelves climbed almost to the ceiling and displayed hat boxes, handbags, shoes and objects he could not immediately identify. Two old standard lamps with pleated cream shades provided pools of warm light that made the place feel more like somebody's drawing room than a shop.

The décor looked genuinely old rather than deliberately retro. Faded floral wallpaper showed between framed fashion prints, and the counter was made from dark mahogany polished to a deep shine. There was an old brass till at one end with keys like a typewriter and no sign whatsoever of a card machine or anything modern.

He moved further inside. The dresses nearest him looked newer than the one in the window, though newer was relative. There were neat-waisted floral dresses that reminded him of films set in the fifties, pencil skirts, tailored jackets and several brightly coloured dresses with the shorter hems and bolder patterns he associated with the sixties.

Across the shop, a rail of men's suits stood beside an old cheval mirror. Shoes were lined neatly along shelves according to size and style: polished Oxfords, court shoes, ankle boots and heels in colours ranging from sensible black to scarlet.

On the glass counter stood a mannequin head wearing a short blonde wig. Dan stopped beside it. The hair had been arranged in close, gleaming waves against the head, dipping low across the forehead before curling around the ears. He recognised the style immediately, partly because he had been reading The Last Romantics. Beneath the wig, the glass counter contained jewellery laid on faded velvet: pearl necklaces, glittering brooches, Art Deco bracelets and long earrings studded with coloured stones.

He was bending to examine a silver compact when a woman's voice behind him said, “Can I help you?”

Dan jumped hard enough to bang his knee against the counter. The woman regarded him without apparent concern. Dan had no idea where she had come from. There was a doorway at the back partly concealed by a velvet curtain, but he could have sworn nobody had been standing there a second earlier.

She was perhaps in her sixties. Her face was fine-boned and carefully made up, with a touch of powder, delicately shaped brows and muted rose lipstick. Her silver-grey hair was pinned neatly into a twist at the back of her head. She was short and slim, and although time had softened her features there was something about the way she carried herself that suggested she must once have been very attractive.

Her clothes suited the shop perfectly. She wore a crisp white cotton blouse with long sleeves, tiny pearl buttons and a high neck fastened by a small black brooch. Her black skirt was fitted closely around her waist and hips before falling well below the knee, and polished black shoes with modest heels completed the outfit. There was nothing remotely casual about her. She looked as though she had dressed for work according to standards established many decades earlier and saw no reason to change them.

“I'm sorry,” Dan said, rubbing his knee. “I didn't realise anyone was here.”

The woman's mouth curved into a small smile. “It would be a rather poor shop if there were nobody here, monsieur.”

The accent was unmistakably French, although light. Her English was precise, spoken slowly enough that each word was clearly enunciated.

Dan laughed awkwardly. “Yeah. Obviously.”

She waited.

Now that he was actually inside, the explanation he had rehearsed in the pub seemed ridiculous. Girlfriend. Sister. Birthday present. Theatre production. Any of them would require details, and Dan had always been a terrible liar when somebody looked directly at him.

His gaze drifted towards the window. The woman followed it. “I was wondering about the dress,” he said. “The gold one. In the window.”

Something altered in her expression. Not surprise exactly. Her eyes moved over Dan briefly before returning to his face.

“Ah,” she said. “That dress.”

Dan shoved his hands into his coat pockets. “Is it for sale?”

The woman cocked her head slightly, then smiled. “Everything here is for sale, my dear. Eventually.” She turned towards the window. “Would you like to look at it?”

He had expected a price. Perhaps some ridiculous four-figure sum that would solve the problem immediately. Instead, before he could decide how to answer, she walked towards the display. He followed like a lame dog.  Up close, the dress looked even more remarkable. The shop lighting turned the beads from pale champagne to rich gold as Madame Amélie reached behind the mannequin and began undoing the fastening.

“You know something of nineteen-twenties fashion?” she asked.

“Not really. I've been reading a book about Paris around then.”

“Paris.” She smiled faintly. “Then perhaps you know enough.”

Dan laughed, and for the first time since entering the shop he relaxed slightly.

Madame Amélie removed one arm of the mannequin from its socket without ceremony and eased the dress free. The fringe whispered softly as it moved. Dan had expected the garment to look flatter once it was removed from the display, but somehow it didn't. The gold beadwork caught every shift in the light, forming intricate geometric lines across fabric that looked almost impossibly delicate.

“It is French,” she said. “Made in Paris. Nineteen twenty-six, perhaps nineteen twenty-seven. There is no label now, but whoever made it knew her work.”

Dan watched as she carried it towards the counter. “How did it end up here?”

Madame Amélie glanced at him. “It has been in England a very long time.”

She laid the dress carefully across the polished wood, smoothing the skirt with both hands. The blonde wig stood at the far end of the counter, and for some reason Dan found himself looking between the two. Together they appeared less like unrelated pieces of stock and more like parts of an outfit waiting to be assembled.

“The dress belonged to a French countess,” Madame Amélie continued. “A young woman. Beautiful, wealthy and, according to the stories, rather fond of doing exactly as she pleased. In every sense.”

“Sounds wonderful.”

“Not to her husband, certainly.” There was a dryness to the answer that made Dan look at her. She was studying the dress rather than him. “Her name was Cassandra Lomont,” she said. “She married very young, as women of her position often did. The count was older. Respectable. Important. Very dull, I imagine.” Madame Amélie ran one fingertip along a line of gold beads. “She came to London frequently,” “Officially for shopping, theatre, society. Unofficially, there was a man here she preferred considerably to her husband.”

Dan leaned against the edge of the counter. “That's not going to end well, is it?”

“No.” Her answer was matter-of-fact. “The count discovered the affair. He came to London without warning and found Cassandra with her lover. There was a terrible scene. He was a jealous man, and jealous men can become very foolish.” Madame Amélie's expression remained almost serene. “He killed them both.”

Dan stared at her. “Seriously?”

“So the story says.”

“And this was hers?”

He looked at the dress again, suddenly less inclined to touch it. “Was she wearing it?”

Madame Amélie's eyes lifted to his. “Would it matter?”

“I suppose not.”

“No,” she agreed. “Probably not.”

There was something unsettling about the way she said it, but before Dan could question her she gathered the bodice and turned the garment slightly so that the light travelled across it. Gold flared along the beadwork.

The dress was extraordinary. He had known that from the pavement, but the window had reduced it somehow. Here, inches away, he could see the painstaking construction, the thousands of tiny beads sewn into curling patterns and sharp Art Deco lines. The fabric beneath was soft and almost liquid when Madame Amélie lifted part of the skirt. Fine strands of fringe slid over one another with a faint whisper.

Without thinking, Dan reached out.

His fingers stopped just above the material.

“You may touch it,” she said.

He did. The fabric was cool at first, then seemed almost immediately to warm beneath his fingertips. Dan frowned and rubbed it gently between finger and thumb.

“It doesn't feel ninety years old.”

“Nearly a hundred.” Madame Amélie gave another small smile. “It is stronger than it appears. They made things to last in those days, even clothes.”

Dan drew his hand away. The sensible thing would have been to ask the price. He was already certain he couldn't afford it, which meant he could leave having satisfied his curiosity and return to Loughton with an amusing story about the strange French woman and the murderous countess's dress.

Madame Amélie looked him up and down. “You would need to try it on before buying.”

Dan thought he had misheard her. “Sorry?”

“The dress.”

He stared at her. “You mean me?”

“Of course.”

Dan felt heat rise into his face. “No, I was thinking of buying it for someone.”

Madame Amélie did not challenge the lie. That was somehow more embarrassing than if she had. “I see. Monsieur, I have seen you passing this shop countless times in the last few weeks and always look at the dress. If you were buying it for someone else, you would have come in before now.”

Dan opened his mouth. Nothing came out.

Her smile widened by a fraction.

“I will not sell it if it does not fit,” she said. “A dress such as this should not spend another fifty years hanging in a wardrobe because someone liked the colour. It needs to be worn.”

Dan looked again at the gold fabric spread across the counter. An image came unexpectedly into his mind: the woman from his dream crossing the boulevard, fringe moving around her thighs beneath the Parisian streetlights. He pushed it away. His throat was dry and he could feel himself beginning to perspire.

“I don't think that's a good idea.”

“No?” Madame Amélie's expression was innocent. She had an infuriating habit of leaving silences for him to fill.

He looked towards the door. “Maybe I should just leave it.”

“If you wish.” Madame Amélie glanced towards the old clock on the wall. “It is nearly closing time anyway, and this is not something we should hurry. Yes. You should go home and think.” Before he could reply, she began arranging the dress carefully on a sheet of tissue paper as though the conversation had already been settled. “If you decide you wish to try it,” she said, “come back tomorrow.”

Dan watched her fold the fringe neatly inward. “Tomorrow?”

“Saturday. We close at 7:30. Shall we say six?”

“Right.”

“There is one thing you must do first.”

Something in her tone made him wary. “What's that?”

Madame Amélie looked up.

“You must remove the hair from your body.” For several seconds Dan simply stared at her. “Your arms, legs, chest. All of it.”

“Why?”

“Because if you are going to wear it, you should wear it properly. Otherwise you learn nothing.”

Madame Amélie was already smoothing the tissue paper around the dress. Dan could feel his face burning.

He looked at the dress one final time. It lay half-wrapped in tissue paper now, gold beads still glinting between the folds. For a moment he had the absurd sensation that it was waiting.

He stepped backwards.

Dan nodded too quickly, muttered something that might have been goodnight and headed for the door. The little bell rang as he pulled it open, and cool evening air struck his face.

Dan stepped outside, and the door of Chez Amélie clicked quietly shut behind him.


Chapter Three: The Dress

Dan woke with a pounding head and the uncomfortable certainty that he had been somewhere else.

For several seconds he lay beneath the duvet with his eyes closed, trying to hold on to the dream before ordinary Saturday morning pushed it away. He had been sitting at a table outside a café in Paris.

At least, he thought it was Paris.

The pavement shone beneath yellow street lamps and the awning above him was striped red and cream. People passed in the darkness beyond the tables, women in elegant dresses and men wearing dinner jackets and hats, while somewhere nearby a piano played something bright and melancholy.

A man had been sitting opposite him, although Dan could not remember his face. There had been something wrong with the light around him, as though the man occupied a permanent patch of shadow despite the lamp glowing above their table. They had been drinking absinthe from delicate glasses. Dan remembered laughing at something, feeling pleasantly giddy, and then looking down.

The hands resting in his lap had not been his.

They were smaller and more delicate, the fingers tipped with long, beautifully shaped nails painted a deep glossy red. A bracelet of tiny diamonds circled one wrist. Beneath them, shimmering in the café light, was the hem of the gold dress.

He had known immediately that he was the woman from his other dreams. Then the man across from him had raised his glass and said something Dan couldn't quite remember.

He opened his eyes.

Grey daylight filled the bedroom. Rain spattered against the window, driven sideways by a wind that rattled faintly around the frame. The alarm clock on the bedside table said 9:17. Dan groaned and rolled onto his back.

He dragged himself into the kitchen, made coffee and swallowed two paracetamol with water from the tap. The flat looked particularly depressing in the Saturday gloom. Grey walls, grey sky, grey kitchen cupboards. Even the sweatshirt hanging over the back of a chair seemed colourless.

His mind went immediately to gold. Dan stood at the counter with his mug between both hands. He laughed quietly to himself.

He took his coffee into the sitting room and put on a film. Some action thing he had saved weeks ago and never watched. Within fifteen minutes several people had been shot, a car had exploded and Dan had absolutely no idea why any of it was happening because he had spent most of the time thinking about Chez Amélie.

He tried checking his phone instead.

News. Football. Social media.

One of his old university friends had posted photographs from a weekend in the Cotswolds with his wife and two children. Another was apparently in Dubai. Someone Dan hadn't spoken to for six years had completed a marathon. Dan closed the app.His gaze moved towards the rain-blurred window.

He didn't have to buy the dress. He didn't even have to put the thing on. He could humour the strange French woman, satisfy the curiosity that had been irritating him for weeks and finally get it out of his head.

He returned his attention to the television. The hero was now hanging from a helicopter. Dan lasted another eleven minutes. At half past eleven, he switched the film off and went to the bathroom.

He stood in front of the mirror, studying himself.

There was nothing obviously unusual about him. His dark hair needed cutting. His face looked pale from too many hours beneath office lighting. He was slim rather than athletic, partly because he had never enjoyed the gym and partly because his diet during the week consisted heavily of sandwiches and whatever could be cooked quickly after getting home.

Dan lifted one arm.

There wasn't even much hair. He lowered it again.

Twenty minutes later he was standing inside the chemist around the corner. He spent far too long examining the shelves because buying hair-removal cream suddenly seemed more embarrassing than purchasing almost anything else in the shop. There were bottles and tubes aimed at legs, sensitive skin, bikini areas and faces. Dan read the instructions on three different products before choosing a large bottle of epilation cream labelled for sensitive skin.

At the till, the assistant barely looked at it. She scanned it alongside moisturiser and a packet of chewing gum and asked whether he wanted a bag. Back at the flat, he locked the bathroom door despite being the only person who lived there.

He stripped completely, applied the cream carefully and waited according to the instructions, feeling increasingly foolish as he stood in the bathroom wearing nothing but a coating of white lotion. When he finally rinsed it away, the hair clogged the plughole in a frothy mess. The result, however, startled him.

His legs looked different.

Not feminine exactly. Without the fine dark hair, they appeared smoother, paler and somehow longer. Of course, that was the point. If he was a girl. His arms looked cleaner too, the skin unexpectedly soft beneath his fingers.

Dan shaved his face as closely as he could, working carefully around his jaw and beneath his nose until there was no trace of roughness beneath his fingertips. Afterwards he moisturised everywhere.

By the time he finished, nearly an hour had passed. Dan turned away from the mirror.

The rain had eased to a fine drizzle by the time he reached Loughton station just before 5pm. Saturday trains were quieter than the weekday rush, and Dan found a seat almost immediately. He opened the book but discovered that reading about the 1920s had become impossible without thinking about the dress, so after two pages he closed it again and stared out the window.

By the time he emerged into the city, the rain had stopped completely. Pavements gleamed beneath a pale afternoon sky, reflecting traffic lights and passing buses. He walked towards Chez Amélie with his hands in the pockets of his sweatshirt, feeling increasingly aware of his smooth arms beneath the fabric.

The café was open, steam clouding part of the window. Two builders stood outside smoking beneath the awning. A waste bin had been turned over, spilling its contents into the road.

The mannequin was still in the window. But the gold dress had gone.

His heart gave a stupid little jolt. For a moment he simply stood there staring. A different dress now occupied the display, pale blue with a fitted waist and full skirt, probably from the nineteen-fifties.

He pushed the door. The silver bell chimed. Warmth and the faint scent of perfume surrounded him again.

The dress was draped carefully over the back of an upholstered chair near the glass counter, glittering beneath the warm lamps. Arranged beside it were several other garments Dan had not seen the previous evening. There was lingerie. Not modern lingerie either. A pale champagne silk brassiere lay beside matching high-waisted knickers, both trimmed with fine lace. A suspender belt had been folded neatly beneath them, with a pair of sheer stockings still in their packaging. On the floor beside the chair sat a pair of elegant gold high heels, their straps delicate enough to look almost ornamental.

Across the arm of the chair hung a robe. It was made from soft ivory silk, long enough to fall almost to the ankles, with wide sleeves and embroidery around the cuffs. Dan stared at the arrangement. The clothes had not been placed there for display. They had been prepared.

Madame Amélie had been waiting for him to arrive.

“I knew you would come back.” Her voice came from behind the velvet curtain.

She stepped into the shop carrying a small china cup and saucer. Her appearance had changed very little from the previous evening. Another white blouse, though this one had tiny pleats running down the front, another long fitted black skirt, her silver-grey hair arranged perfectly.

Dan looked at the clothes again.

Madame Amélie's eyes travelled over him. “You followed my instructions?”

Dan felt himself blush. “Yes.”

“Very good.”

There was something oddly satisfying about the approval.

Madame Amélie walked towards the front door. She turned the small card hanging from a brass hook so that OPEN disappeared and CLOSED faced the street. Dan watched her click the latch to lock the door.

His nervousness returned immediately.

Madame Amélie turned towards him. “Shall we begin?”

The gold dress seemed brighter today. Perhaps it was simply the lighting. Perhaps knowing he would ctually wear it had changed the way he saw it.

Dan's face warmed further. “I hadn't really thought that far.”

“That is why I have.” Her calmness made arguing surprisingly difficult. Dan stepped closer to the chair.

The lingerie looked deliciously delicate. He had seen women's underwear before, obviously, but never laid out with the specific expectation that he might put it on. The silk gleamed softly beneath the lamp.

Madame Amélie came to stand beside him. She smiled. “You removed your body hair. You shaved your face. You travelled across London in unpleasant weather. I think perhaps you can manage a brassiere.”

Dan laughed despite himself. “You have a point.”

“Perhaps it sounds more honest.”

“You may leave now if you wish. I will unlock the door, you will return home and nothing more will happen. But if you are going to spend another month standing outside my window wondering how it would feel, perhaps it would be simpler to find out now.”

For a moment he could not move, and then her voice cut across the air. “Perhaps you should change into the underwear. Once you are wearing it, you may feel less nervous.”

Madame Amélie lifted the champagne lingerie from the chair and placed it carefully over his hands. The silk was cool and soft.

“The changing room is there.” She indicated a curtained alcove towards the rear of the shop.

He carried the lingerie and stockings towards the changing room. Madame Amélie added the ivory robe before he disappeared behind the curtain.

“For afterwards. To save your blushes.”

The changing room was larger than expected, with an upholstered stool, brass hooks and a tall mirror framed in dark wood. A small lamp cast warm yellow light rather than the vicious overhead brightness of department-store fitting rooms.

He pulled the curtain closed and took off his trainers, sweatshirt and jogging bottoms, folded them automatically and placed them on the stool. His T-shirt followed, then his socks and underwear. His body looked smoother than it ever had before. The removal of hair had softened its lines in a way he hadn't expected now that the harshness of the epilating cream had faded. His legs looked almost elegant beneath the warm light.

Dan picked up the knickers. The silk slid over his skin. They sat higher than anything he normally wore, fitting close around his hips and waist. The sensation was strange, undeniably feminine, yet not unpleasant. He reached inside and tucked himself away.

The contrast between his body and the delicate champagne silk seemed strangely right. The suspender belt came next. He had to inspect the clips twice before understanding how they worked, and even then he wasn't confident. The brassiere was worse. He put it on backwards first, fastened it at the front, then twisted it around and pulled the straps up his arms.

His pulse had quickened.

He sat on the stool and opened the stockings. They were incredibly fine, cooler than he expected against his fingertips. He gathered the first one carefully and drew it over his foot, then slowly up his calf and thigh. They whispered over his newly smooth skin, leaving everything beneath them looking subtly altered. More finished somehow.

The second followed. Dan attached them to the suspenders, his fingers shaking slightly. When he stood again, the sight in the mirror made his stomach tighten.

Dan slipped his arms into the and wrapped the ivory silk around himself. The fabric flowed down his body, concealing most of the lingerie while somehow making the whole situation feel more intimate rather than less. He tied the belt at his waist.

He took a breath and opened the curtain. Madame Amélie was waiting beside the gold dress. Her eyes moved over him slowly. Dan suddenly became acutely aware of the stockings beneath the robe, the unfamiliar lingerie against his body and the smoothness of his legs.

Madame Amélie indicated a chair positioned beside a tall mirror in the corner of the shop. Dan crossed to it with the robe brushing softly around his stockinged legs and sat down.

The chair was low and upholstered in faded green velvet, placing him directly beneath the warm light of an old brass lamp. On the small table beside it, waited an assortment of cosmetics arranged with the same meticulous care as everything else in the shop: powders, brushes, pencils, small pots and elegant tubes that looked more at home on a dressing table than in a modern makeup bag.

Madame Amélie worked without hurry. She drew the robe back slightly from his neck, tucked a soft cloth around his shoulders and began preparing his face. Her touch was gentle and professional, never tentative, as though there was nothing remotely unusual about the situation. Dan watched in the mirror as a light foundation softened the unevenness of his skin and disguised the faintest trace of beard shadow left by his close shave. Powder followed, taking away the shine and leaving his complexion smoother and paler than he was accustomed to seeing. Every small change seemed insignificant on its own, yet together they gradually loosened his connection with the familiar face in front of him.

His eyebrows came next. Madame Amélie did not dramatically reshape them, but the careful application of pencil and shadow gave them greater definition and a cleaner arch. Around his eyes she worked with muted golds and warm browns, colours subtle enough to look elegant rather than theatrical. A darker line along his lashes altered their shape, making his eyes appear larger and more expressive, while mascara lengthened lashes Dan had never previously given a moment's thought. He found himself watching more closely as she worked, fascinated despite the nervousness tightening his stomach. The face in the mirror seemed to be withdrawing behind something softer.

“The Countess was a beautiful woman,” Madame Amélie said as she worked. “She was one of the bright lights of the Parisian landscape. Sometimes London too. Not much has ever been written about her but she is still remembered in certain circles.”

“What happened to the husband?”

She smiled. “They hung him.”

Blusher brought gentle colour to his cheeks. Madame Amélie blended it carefully, adding just enough to emphasise the shape of his face without making the makeup obvious. Then came his mouth. She outlined his lips precisely before filling them with a deep rose-red that belonged naturally with the period she was recreating.

The colour changed him more than anything else had. His mouth suddenly looked fuller, almost sophisticated. Dan stared at it as Madame Amélie completed the final touches, aware that he had stopped thinking about whether he looked ridiculous. He was too absorbed in watching the person taking shape in front of him.

He had expected makeup to make him look like himself painted with a mask. Instead it seemed to have found possibilities already present in his features and drawn them forward. His eyes looked brighter, his cheekbones finer, his mouth more delicate. The masculine roughness he was accustomed to seeing had been softened without disappearing entirely, leaving something ambiguous and unexpectedly attractive. He found himself leaning fractionally towards the mirror, studying details he would normally have ignored.

Madame Amélie moved behind him and fastened a pair of gold drop earrings at his ears. They were designed for unpierced ears, but once fitted there was nothing obvious to reveal that. Each consisted of a small cluster of stones from which a narrow golden drop descended, catching the light whenever he moved his head. Their slight weight felt strange at first, a tiny pull against his earlobes that made him aware of them with every movement. A matching necklace followed, settling coolly against his throat before warming to his skin. The fine chain supported an Art Deco pendant patterned with small golden stones, delicate enough not to overwhelm the outfit waiting nearby.

The blonde wig came next.

The hair was short and unmistakably of another era, arranged in smooth finger waves that curved close to the head before finishing neatly around the ears and nape. She fitted it carefully, concealing his own hair beneath it and adjusting the front until the soft golden waves framed his newly made-up face exactly as they should.

The hair completed something the makeup had begun. His own familiar outline had disappeared. The blonde waves exposed the earrings and drew attention to his eyes and mouth, while the style gave him an elegance that felt entirely disconnected from jogging bottoms, spreadsheets, delayed trains and evenings alone in Loughton. He looked like someone who belonged in one of the photographs from his book, someone who might step from a taxi outside a Parisian hotel and disappear into a room filled with music.

Madame Amélie brought the dress.

Dan stood while she held it open for him. Up close, the gold fabric seemed almost alive, thousands of beads and sequins catching the light in tiny flashes as it moved. He carefully stepped into it and felt the material slide upwards over his stockings and silk lingerie. Madame Amélie eased it over his hips and torso, arranging the fabric with small, practised adjustments before drawing the zip slowly up his back.

The bodice rested smoothly against him, following the shape created by the lingerie beneath it, while the waist and hips seemed cut specifically for his narrow frame. The geometric beadwork drew the eye down the length of his body, and the fine fringe around the lower skirt trembled whenever he shifted his weight. The sensation of the dress surrounding him was far more intense than he had expected. There was weight in the beadwork, softness in the lining and constant movement at the hem. Each tiny adjustment produced another faint whisper of beads and silk.

Dan ran his fingertips cautiously over the side of the dress. It no longer felt like an object he had been staring at through glass for weeks. He was inside it now. The thought sent another nervous flutter through him, though alongside the embarrassment was an unmistakable satisfaction. The dress was every bit as extraordinary as he had imagined.

Madame Amélie placed the gold heels on the floor before him. Dan slipped his feet into them one at a time, steadied by the edge of the chair while she fastened the narrow straps. The heels raised him immediately, changing the angle of his body and forcing him to stand differently. His smooth stockinged legs appeared longer beneath the short fringe, and the shoes echoed the gold of the dress so perfectly that they seemed always to have belonged together.

When Dan finally straightened, he could feel everything at once: the unfamiliar height of the heels, the stockings stretched smoothly against his legs, the silk beneath the dress, the weight of the necklace at his throat, the earrings moving against his neck and the faint brush of blonde hair beside his cheeks.

He turned towards the mirror.

For several seconds he simply stood there, staring at himself.


Chapter Four: Paris at Night

“You must have a name,” Madame Amélie said.

Dan turned towards the mirror again and studied the person standing there. He looked different, certainly, but he was still there if he searched for himself. His face had been softened by the makeup, the blonde waves framed it beautifully and the gold jewellery drew the eye away from the features he usually noticed first, yet his hands remained faintly masculine and there were still little details that reminded him this was a transformation rather than a magical change.

Even so, the dress fitted him perfectly, and somehow that seemed more important than anything else. The beaded fabric followed the shape of his body as though it had been made specifically for him, while the delicate fringe moved whenever he shifted his weight.

Madame Amélie crossed to a cabinet and opened one of the narrow drawers. From inside she took an old-fashioned perfume bottle made from heavy cut glass, its golden stopper attached to a faded tassel. She removed the stopper and sprayed a little fragrance into the air, allowing the fine mist to settle over Dan’s hair, shoulders and dress. The scent was rich and unfamiliar, floral at first but warmer beneath it, with hints of powder and spice that seemed completely at home with the clothes he was wearing. It made him think of hotel ballrooms, champagne glasses and women stepping from motorcars beneath glowing theatre signs.

“Cassandra,” Dan said.

It simply came to him, and the moment he heard it aloud he knew it belonged to the woman in the mirror. Madame Amélie’s smile suggested she had been waiting for something very much like that.

“Cassandra,” she repeated softly. “Yes. That suits you. Countess Cassandra.”

The name unsettled him in a way he could not quite explain. It belonged to the countess who had once owned the dress, but it also seemed to fit this other version of far too easily. Dan looked again at his reflection, letting his eyes travel from the short blonde waves to the painted mouth, the necklace at his throat and the shimmering lines of beadwork covering the dress. Cassandra looked elegant, poised and strangely detached. Almost aloof.

Madame Amélie moved back a few steps and regarded him with professional concentration. “Walk for me.”

Dan glanced down at the gold heels. He had been expecting that sooner or later, and until now he had avoided thinking about how difficult it might be. He had never worn heels in his life, certainly not anything this high, and he anticipated an awkward stagger across the shop followed by a desperate grab for the nearest clothing rail.

Instead, when he took his first step, his balance settled naturally. His stride shortened without him having to think about it and his weight seemed to shift into the correct position almost instinctively. The heels clicked neatly against the wooden floor while the fringe whispered around his legs.

He crossed the shop, turned and came back with natural confidence. The shoes still felt unfamiliar, but not difficult. There was something oddly satisfying about the way they altered his posture, making him stand straighter and move more carefully. Madame Amélie watched without interrupting until he returned to her, then gave a small approving nod.

“You are perfect.” She clapped her hands together.

He crossed the floor again simply to test himself and found the movement even easier the second time. The dress seemed to respond to every step, beads catching the light, fringe trembling against his stockinged thighs. By the time he reached the front of the shop he was no longer wondering what was possible, he it was.

He found himself standing beside the door.

Outside appeared unusually dark. The window reflected the warm interior of Chez Amélie more strongly than the street beyond, leaving the glass almost black. Dan could see himself standing in it, a golden figure framed by racks of old clothes and amber lamps, but little beyond the reflection. He reached towards the brass door handle almost without thinking, then stopped and drew his hand back.

Behind him, Madame Amélie asked, “Why do you think the dress chose you?”

Dan turned, bemused. “What do you mean?”

“The dress.”

“I chose the dress.”

“Did you?”

Her calm certainty irritated him slightly. “I saw it in the window and liked it.”

Madame Amélie folded her hands neatly in front of her. “You found a shop you do not remember finding. You began walking a longer route home so that you could pass one particular window. You dreamed of the dress before you had ever touched it, and yesterday you came inside because you could no longer bear not knowing what it would feel like.”

Put together like that, the last few weeks sounded considerably stranger than he had allowed himself to admit. He had been treating each thing separately because that made it easier: the shop was interesting, the dress was beautiful, the dreams were a result of reading too much about the 1920s. He had never tried to connect them. Never wanted to.

Madame Amélie returned to the counter and picked up a small evening purse that Dan had not noticed before. It was covered in gold silk and tiny beads, with a delicate clasp at the top, and it matched the dress so perfectly that it looked as though it had been made for it. Madame Amélie brought it across and placed it in his hand.

Dan opened it. Inside were several folded old banknotes, a few coins, a small powder compact, lipstick and a fine embroidered handkerchief. He glanced at the money without recognising it immediately, then closed the purse again.

“I shouldn’t,” Dan said. The sensible part of him knew that immediately. He was standing in a vintage shop dressed as a woman from the 1920s, complete with makeup, jewellery, blonde hair and high heels.

Walking around the privacy of the shop was one thing; stepping onto a London pavement dressed like this was quite another. He imagined the looks, the laughter, somebody recognising him or taking a photograph. He should change back into his own clothes, thank Madame Amélie for the strangest Saturday of his life and go home.

Yet the idea of taking the dress off suddenly felt far more difficult than he would have anticipated.

He wanted to know what it felt like outside. He wanted to walk somewhere in the heels, feel the fringe move around his legs and see the dress beneath street lamps rather than the warm lights of the shop. He wanted music, people, somewhere glamorous enough for Cassandra to belong. The longing was so immediate that it surprised him.

Madame Amélie seemed to see all of that without him saying a word. “Why don’t you simply open the door and see?”

He hesitated for another few seconds, aware that his heart had begun beating faster. Finally, he reached for the brass handle, closed his fingers around it and pressed the latch. This time he did not pull away. The door opened smoothly beneath his hand and, as it swung outwards, light flooded suddenly into the shop.

The darkness beyond the glass had vanished.

A busy street stretched before him beneath a deep blue-black sky, alive with people, cars and warm electric light. The buildings were unfamiliar but unmistakably Parisian, their pale stone fronts rising above awnings, balconies and glowing shop windows.

A long black motorcar passed directly in front of Chez Amélie, its engine rattling noisily and its narrow wheels shining against damp cobbles. Another waited farther along while a uniformed driver held open the rear door for an elegantly dressed couple.

The pavement was crowded. Men in dark suits and overcoats moved beneath the street lamps, almost all of them wearing hats, while women passed in dresses that seemed to have stepped directly from the pages of The Last Romantics.

Dan saw dropped waists, beaded skirts, velvet coats and cloche hats pulled low over carefully waved hair. One woman wore a fur stole across bare shoulders; another hurried past laughing with a friend, the fringe of her silver dress dancing around her knees.

Across the street, a café was in full swing beneath a striped awning. Almost every table was occupied, the small round tops crowded with glasses, coffee cups, bottles and ashtrays. Waiters in white aprons threaded efficiently between the chairs, carrying trays above shoulder height while customers talked over one another in rapid French. Cigarette smoke drifted beneath the lamps, curling into the night air with the steam from hot drinks and the exhaust of passing motorcars.

Music spilled from somewhere inside the café. A piano at first, then the brighter sound of a trumpet joining it, quick and lively enough that Dan could imagine dancers somewhere beyond the windows.

Laughter rose from one of the tables as a man drunkenly lifted a glass towards a group of women to salute them. Farther down the street a newspaper seller called to passers-by, while a cyclist wove through the traffic with a parcel strapped across the back of his bicycle.

It was the detail that made everything impossible to dismiss. The cars were not replicas passing for some event. The clothes were not costumes. Nobody was holding a phone, nobody wore trainers beneath their dresses and there were no illuminated advertisements for modern brands. Even the street itself smelled wrong for twenty-first-century London: damp stone, tobacco, petrol, perfume, coffee and food cooking somewhere nearby.

Dan’s eyes moved to a blue enamel street sign fixed to the corner of the building opposite.

RUE SAINT-DOMINIQUE.

A tightening sensation spread through his stomach.

Madame Amélie remained several feet behind him, perfectly composed, and answered his unspoken question. “It is what the dress called to you for.”

“This is Paris.”

“Yes.”

He looked outside again, trying to find some explanation that made sense. None of those survived more than a few seconds under examination. The air coming through the doorway was cold and real against his skin, carrying voices and music with it.

Madame Amélie moved closer, though she did not touch him. “Go on. You know you want it so much.”

It was the Paris of his dreams. The Paris he had been reading about on the train while his own life moved through the same grey routine day after day. Somewhere out there were cafés, jazz clubs, elegant hotels and people who seemed to belong to an existence louder and brighter than anything he knew.

He wanted to step through.

Dan moved cautiously towards the threshold and placed one gold heel on the pavement. Nothing happened. Nobody stopped. A man in a dark coat passed close enough to glance at him before continuing on his way, apparently seeing nothing more unusual than another woman preparing to join the Saturday-night crowd. Dan brought his other foot forward and stood half inside the shop, half outside, the night air cool against his bare arms.

“Cassandra.” Madame Amélie’s voice stopped him. Dan turned back towards her. She stood near the doorway, framed by the warm lamps of Chez Amélie, looking more at home in the strange scene than she ever had in modern London. “You must be back in one hour, if you wish to return.”

Madame Amélie gave him the same calm, knowing smile she had worn from the moment he first asked about the dress. She offered no explanation, and Dan realised that he did not need one. He knew.

He took a deep breath and stepped fully onto Rue Saint-Dominique and the shop door closed quietly behind him.

For a few seconds Dan simply stood on the pavement, clutching the small purse and listening to the noise of Paris around him. Then he turned towards the dark glass of Chez Amélie, partly to reassure himself that the shop was still there.

His reflection stared back.

Dan’s breath caught.

The blonde hair no longer looked like a wig fitted carefully over his own. The waves appeared to grow naturally from his head, soft and glossy beneath the street lamps, curling neatly around a face that had changed in ways makeup could no longer explain. His jaw was finer, his cheeks softer and his features more delicate, while the earrings looked entirely natural beside the short golden hair.

His gaze travelled downwards and the change became impossible to dismiss. The figure inside the dress was not the one that had stood before the mirror a few minutes earlier. His waist had narrowed and his hips had widened, giving the beaded dress a graceful curve it had not possessed inside the shop. The bodice was filled now by unmistakable breasts, rounded beneath the gold fabric as though they had always belonged there, while his entire body appeared slighter and more finely proportioned.

Dan slowly raised his hands in front of him.

They had changed too. The fingers were smaller and more delicate, the knuckles softened, the wrists slender beneath the edge of the jewellery. Long, perfectly shaped nails extended from each fingertip, painted a deep glossy red that matched his lips.

For the first time, the reflection in the glass was not Dan Bridges wearing Cassandra’s clothes.

It was Cassandra.


Chapter Five: The Rendezvous

Cassandra stood for a moment outside Chez Amélie, looking at the woman reflected in the darkened glass and trying to understand what had happened to her. Yet the longer she stared, the less extraordinary the reflection seemed.

The blonde waves suited the shape of her face. The gold earrings moved delicately beside her cheeks. The beaded dress fitted the curves of her body with such precision that it was now becoming difficult to remember how it had looked when Dan had first stepped into it. Even the small purse felt natural in her hand, held lightly against one hip as though she had carried it a hundred times before.

She turned away from the window and began to walk.

Paris seemed to gather around her immediately. The street was alive with conversation, footsteps and engines, with the occasional burst of laughter escaping from a café whenever a door opened.

French voices came from every direction, quick and effortless, but instead of hearing them as the incomprehensible stream of words Dan would have expected, Cassandra understood them. A woman beside a newspaper stand complained that her sister was already twenty minutes late. Two men passing in opposite directions exchanged a joke about a politician. A waiter apologised as he squeezed between tables carrying a tray of glasses.

Cassandra understood every word.

Even stranger, when she thought about the conversations around her, the words forming inside her own mind were French too. It was not translation. She did not hear French and consciously convert it into English. Meaning simply arrived, and when a young woman accidentally brushed against her shoulder and murmured an apology, Cassandra automatically thought Ce n'est rien before remembering that she had never properly learned the language.

She continued along Rue Saint-Dominique, the heels clicking softly beneath her. There was something almost intoxicating about walking through the cool night air after the closeness of the shop. The dress moved around her with every step, the beaded fringe whispering against her thighs while the heavier decoration across the bodice gave the garment a pleasing weight. Beneath it, the silk lingerie remained constantly present against her skin, softer and finer than anything Dan had ever worn. The stockings gave her legs a smooth, enclosed sensation, and the suspender straps moved faintly when she walked, little reminders of garments that now seemed less like costume pieces and more like ordinary necessities.

Her body seemed to understand all of it.

The heels no longer required concentration. Cassandra's steps came naturally, shorter and more graceful, with a rhythm that produced the slightest movement through her hips. Her centre of balance felt different, affected not merely by the shoes but by the changed proportions of her body. She could feel the dress becoming closer around her waist, the fabric settling more naturally against fuller hips, while the bodice seemed to fit more securely with every passing minute. The transformation had not stopped when she stepped onto the pavement. It was continuing quietly beneath the gold silk and beadwork, so gradually that she noticed each difference only after it had already become part of her.

She passed a small street stall where a man sold flowers from buckets arranged beneath a striped canopy. Roses, lilies and chrysanthemums filled the damp air with fragrance, and beside him another vendor had laid newspapers, postcards and illustrated magazines across a wooden table. Cassandra caught sight of glamorous women staring from the covers, all bobbed hair, narrow eyebrows and painted mouths. For one strange second she wondered whether she looked like them now, then realised from the glances she was receiving that perhaps she did.

A woman approaching with two friends smiled warmly at her before allowing her eyes to linger on the dress. She was beautifully dressed herself in midnight-blue silk with a fur wrap around her shoulders, yet there was unmistakable admiration in her expression. Cassandra smiled back instinctively and felt the movement of her painted lips before she thought about it.

The men were less subtle.

A gentleman in a dark three-piece suit stepped aside to let her pass and lifted his hat with a polite, “Bonsoir, mademoiselle.” Another man standing outside a restaurant glanced at her, then looked again once she had passed. Neither reaction felt mocking or curious. They saw a woman, and not merely any woman. They saw someone worth noticing.

A warmth spread through Cassandra.

Cassandra could not move twenty yards without someone looking.

At first that awareness made her self-conscious. She checked her posture and resisted the urge to tug at the hem of the dress, afraid that she was somehow revealing the trick. Yet every reflection reassured her. In restaurant windows and polished shopfronts she caught glimpses of a slender blonde woman moving elegantly through the crowd, the gold dress sparkling beneath the street lamps. There was no awkward man underneath it. No visible disguise. The woman other people saw was becoming increasingly difficult for Cassandra herself to question.

The street widened ahead, and through a gap between the buildings she caught sight of something illuminated against the night sky.

The Eiffel Tower.

Cassandra stopped walking.

It rose in the distance, unmistakable even from this angle, its iron framework picked out against the darkness. Seeing it changed something. Until then the evening had possessed the quality of an elaborate dream, so vivid that she had allowed herself to move through it without asking too many questions. The tower made Paris real. She was not standing on a film set or wandering through some reconstruction hidden behind Madame Amélie's door. She was in Paris, and judging by everything around her she was in the Paris of nearly a century ago.

The thought sent a cold little thrill through her.

One hour. Madame Amélie had said something about one hour. Cassandra resumed walking more slowly, trying to remember the exact words. She must return within an hour if she wished to...

The thought broke apart. If she wished to what? Return somewhere. Return where?

A shop came vaguely to mind. Emerald paint. Gold lettering. A little Frenchwoman in a white blouse. Yet the images already seemed oddly distant, like details from a dream remembered late in the afternoon. Cassandra frowned and tried to hold on to them, but the effort became surprisingly difficult. There had been a door behind her, she knew that much. Somewhere she was supposed to go back through it before an hour had passed.

Then what?

She couldn't remember.

Her unease lasted only until another café caught her attention. Warm light spilled across the pavement, illuminating clusters of tables beneath an awning. Men and women sat shoulder to shoulder over wine, coffee and plates of food, while a trio played music inside near the open windows. The place seemed impossibly alive.

Cassandra slowed again.

A woman hurried past carrying a tiny evening bag almost identical to Cassandra's. The scent of her perfume lingered briefly in the air, mingling with tobacco smoke and roasting chestnuts from a nearby brazier. Somewhere ahead, somebody laughed loudly enough to make several diners turn their heads, and a taxi horn answered a second later.

Cassandra smiled without meaning to.

This was what the dress had promised her.

Not merely femininity, although the sensation of inhabiting this body was becoming more extraordinary with every passing minute. It was everything surrounding it. The glamour, the attention, the movement, the feeling that something could happen at any moment. She did not know where she was going, yet walking without purpose felt more exciting than anything else that had happened recently.

But, she did have a purpose.

The realisation came slowly. She was going somewhere.

Cassandra's feet had been carrying her through a series of streets without hesitation. She had turned left at one junction and right at another, crossed beneath a line of trees and followed a narrower street past a hotel whose entrance was crowded with motorcars. She had not once stopped to decide which direction to take.

She knew the way.

Her body moved with quiet certainty, the heels setting an elegant rhythm against the pavement while the purse rested naturally in the crook of her fingers. She could feel the silk brassiere against breasts that seemed fuller now than they had been moments earlier, their weight no longer unfamiliar. The dress embraced a waist that had narrowed further, following the sweep into her hips so closely that it seemed less like something she wore than something created around her.

Two young men standing beside a parked motorcar paused their conversation as she approached. One stepped aside and gave a small bow, while the other smiled openly at her. Cassandra lowered her eyes for a moment as she passed, surprised by the instinctive coyness of the gesture and even more surprised by how natural it felt. Behind her she heard one of the men say something appreciative in French, and rather than embarrassment she felt a small rush of satisfaction.

She was beautiful.

There was no real point pretending otherwise. The mirrors, windows and glances had already told her. Dan might have found the thought impossible to accept, but Cassandra did not. A clock somewhere struck the quarter hour. The sound disturbed something at the edge of her memory.

One hour.

She tightened her grip on the purse and tried again to remember. She had been warned. There was somewhere she had to return, and something would happen if she failed.

What? The answer refused to come.

Instead, another certainty appeared in its place. She had a rendezvous. Cassandra stopped beneath a street lamp.

A rendezvous.

The word seemed to have been waiting for her to notice it. She was supposed to meet someone tonight. She could almost remember preparing for it, choosing the gold dress, sitting before a mirror while blonde waves were arranged around her face and wondering whether she looked beautiful enough. The memory felt genuine for several seconds before dissolving into uncertainty.

Cassandra pressed two fingers lightly against her temple.

Her thoughts felt hazy, overlapping in ways she could not separate.

The buildings changed as she walked, becoming busier and brighter. Music seemed to come from every doorway. A row of restaurants occupied one side of the street, their terraces crowded with diners despite the cool evening, while opposite them stood cafés with mirrored windows and painted signs. Cassandra passed beneath awnings, through clouds of cigarette smoke and perfume, following some instinct that grew stronger with every step.

Then she saw the name.

CAFÉ MONTMARTRE

Gold lettering curved across a dark red awning above a busy corner café. Small tables spilled onto the pavement beneath globe lamps, and through the wide windows Cassandra could see a crowded interior of polished wood, mirrors and waiters moving between tightly packed diners. Somewhere inside a piano played above the low roar of conversation.

She stopped outside.

This was it. She had no idea how she had found the place, nor why the sight of it produced an immediate flutter in her stomach, but this was where she had been going all along. But this was where she was supposed to meet someone. Cassandra stared through the window, trying to see beyond the reflections and moving figures.

Someone was waiting for her.

But who?

Cassandra pushed open the door of Café Montmartre and stepped inside.

Warmth met her first, followed immediately by noise. The café was a long room of dark polished wood and mirrored walls, crowded with people who seemed determined to wring every possible pleasure from the evening.

Some stood shoulder to shoulder at the bar beneath shelves of bottles glowing green, amber and ruby in the electric light, while others occupied small round tables packed so closely together that the waiters had to turn sideways to pass between them. Cigarette smoke hung beneath the ceiling in a blue-grey haze, softening the lamps and lending everything the indistinct quality of one of Cassandra’s dreams. Somewhere towards the front a pianist played quickly enough to compete with the conversation, while glasses clinked, chairs scraped and laughter rose repeatedly above the general murmur.

Cassandra moved slowly through the room, holding the little gold purse. People glanced at her as she passed, but the attention no longer surprised her. She had become accustomed to it during the walk, and there was something pleasurable now in knowing that the gold dress drew admiring eyes. A waiter carrying a tray stepped aside for her with a murmured pardon, madame, and she thanked him in French without even noticing that she had done so until she was already several steps beyond him.

She did not know where she was going, yet once again her body seemed to know for her. She passed the crowded bar and continued towards the darker rear of the café where the music softened and the tables were spaced farther apart. The lamps there were shaded, leaving pockets of shadow between them, and it was in one of those shadows that she finally saw him.

A glass of absinthe rested between his fingers, the green liquid catching what little light reached the table. Beside the empty chair opposite him stood a second glass, untouched, waiting as though it had been poured in the certainty that its owner would eventually arrive. His face was partly hidden until Cassandra moved closer, and then he raised his head.

He was handsome.

Not merely attractive in a distant way, but handsome in a way that caused something inside Cassandra to surge so violently that she caught her breath. Dark hair had been brushed neatly back from a high forehead, and his evening suit fitted broad shoulders before narrowing elegantly at the waist. There was something tired around his eyes, an anxiety that disappeared the moment he recognised her.

“I thought you wouldn’t come.” He spoke English. She understood.

She sat down because remaining standing suddenly seemed impossible. The moment her hands reached the table, he leaned forward and took them between his own. His touch was warm, familiar, and a flood of emotion moved through her before she could understand where it had come from. She knew those hands. She knew the faint scar near his thumb and the way his fingers tightened when he was frightened but trying not to show it. Cassandra could not remember learning any of those things, yet she knew them as surely as she knew her own name.

“You must come with me tonight,” he said, urgency sharpening his voice. “The car is waiting. We can be at the coast before morning and take the first boat to Calais. From there we can go wherever you want. London, if you still wish it. Anywhere, Cassandra, but you must come.”

Tears filled her eyes before she knew she was going to cry.

She loved him.

The certainty was absolute and overwhelming. Not the excitement of being admired on the street or the strange thrill of Cassandra’s new body, but a love that seemed to contain years of stolen meetings, hurried letters and afternoons spent watching clocks because every hour together had an ending. His face carried memories she could almost see if she allowed herself to look at him long enough: laughter in another café, a kiss beneath an umbrella, arguments followed by apologies, promises neither of them had known how to keep.

Cassandra tightened her fingers around his. “I cannot.”

His expression hardened with desperation. “You can. Tonight you can.”

“Edmund, he knows.” For a moment neither of them moved. Cassandra did not have to explain who she meant. “He will kill us both,” she whispered.

The words brought another memory rushing towards her: a husband’s face distorted by anger, servants lowering their eyes in corridors, questions asked with too much calmness, a letter discovered where it should never have been left. She could almost hear a man's voice demanding to know where she had been.

Yet beneath those memories came something else.

A pull. Cassandra straightened in her chair. And suddenly it was there again.

The shop. Chez Amélie. The thought arrived with sudden clarity, cutting through the strange haze that had wrapped itself around her memories. Madame Amélie had told her to return. One hour. She had only one hour.

How much of it had passed?

Cassandra looked towards the café windows, but there was no clock in sight. Panic stirred beneath her ribs as she tried to retrace the route in her mind. She had walked farther than she realised, wandering through streets whose names she could no longer remember. How long had she stood watching the Eiffel Tower? How long had it taken to reach the café?

Was the hour already gone?

Edmund saw something change in her face and stood suddenly, pulling her up with him. His chair scraped across the floor, lost beneath the noise of the café, and before Cassandra could explain he drew her into his arms and kissed her.

The force of it erased everything else.

His mouth met hers with the same passion she somehow remembered from a dozen other stolen moments. Cassandra gave a soft sound of pleasure and responded before thought could intervene, her arms rising around him as his hands settled at her waist. The gold beadwork pressed between them, her breasts against his chest, while the perfume Madame Amélie had sprayed over her mingled with tobacco and the faint trace of his cologne.

She had always loved his passion.

The thought came naturally, carrying with it another confusing certainty that this was not their first kiss and that she knew exactly how he would hold her when he was afraid of losing her.

For several seconds Cassandra wanted nothing except to stay there. Paris could disappear around them. Madame Amélie could be forgotten.

Then she remembered the warning. It was sharp and tore at her soul.

With an effort that hurt far more than she expected, Cassandra pulled away. Tears were running freely now, threatening the careful makeup Madame Amélie had applied, and the expression on the man's face nearly broke her resolve.

“C’est fini,” she said.

His hands remained at her waist.

“Cassandra…”

She shook her head, unable to trust herself with anything more. If she listened to him, she knew she would stay. Perhaps that was what the woman whose memories were filling her mind had once done. Perhaps that was why Cassandra Lomont and her lover were supposed to die.

The thought frightened her enough to make her step away.

She turned before he could stop her and moved through the café, scarcely noticing the people she passed. Tears blurred the lights into soft golden circles while the heels that had felt so effortless outside now struck urgently against the floor. Behind her, she thought she heard him call her name, but she did not turn.

Once she reached the street, the cool night air hit her face and she began to walk quickly. Madame Amélie’s voice seemed to rise inside her head.

You must come back.

Cassandra hurried through the crowd, clutching her purse tightly. She recognised the direction instinctively, even though she could not remember the names of the streets. The gold heels carried her faster than they had any right to, the dress flashing beneath lamps as she wove between couples and crossed roads without waiting for the traffic to clear completely.

You must come back.

The words grew stronger.

For the first time that night, the attention of men and women around her meant nothing. Cassandra barely noticed the admiring looks or lifted hats. She concentrated only on finding the street, the dark emerald frontage and the gold lettering that had started everything.

Rue Saint-Dominique appeared ahead. Relief struck her so sharply that she almost laughed. She hurried around the corner.

Then stopped.

The shop was gone. Cassandra stared at the space where Chez Amélie should have been.

There was no emerald frontage. No clean window filled with vintage clothing. No gold lettering. In its place stood a narrow bookshop with tables of volumes arranged beneath a faded awning. Light glowed from inside, and through the window Cassandra could see an elderly man reading behind the counter.

She looked left and right, certain she had made a mistake. The café nearby was there. The junction was correct. Even the street lamp beneath which she had first stood admiring her reflection remained exactly where she remembered it.

Only Chez Amélie had disappeared.

Cassandra moved closer to the bookshop window, searching desperately for some sign of the doorway she had stepped through. Her reflection appeared in the glass instead, and for a moment she found herself staring at the beautiful blonde woman in the gold dress as though Cassandra herself might provide an answer.

Nothing changed.

The truth arrived slowly.

She was not going back.

Around her, Paris seemed to become brighter.

The music from the cafés rose louder, joined by another trumpet somewhere down the street. Laughter spilled across the pavement, motorcars rattled over the cobbles and electric signs glowed with renewed brilliance against the night. Colours seemed richer than they had minutes earlier, the reds deeper, the golds warmer, the black sky impossibly clear above the rooftops.

Cassandra stood among it all, breathing hard.

And somewhere beneath the fear came another feeling she was not yet prepared to name.

Madame Amélie walked slowly through the iron gates of a cemetery carrying a bouquet of white roses.

She looked much as she always had. Perhaps a little older, though the difference was difficult to measure. Her silver-grey hair was pinned neatly behind her head, and beneath a dark coat she wore a high-necked white blouse and a long fitted skirt. Sensible black heels clicked softly against the path as she moved between rows of graves, apparently needing no signs to guide her.

The cemetery was quiet beneath a pale summer sky. Trees moved gently in the breeze, scattering shifting shadows across stone angels, crosses and weathered slabs whose inscriptions had begun to soften beneath decades of rain. Madame Amélie walked without hurry but with purpose, turning eventually onto a narrower path where the graves stood older and closer together.

She stopped before one near the end.

The headstone was simple but elegant, pale stone darkened around the edges with age. Moss had gathered near its base and mildew obscured parts of the inscription, though the name remained perfectly readable.

CASSANDRA CHANCERY
Born September 1899
Died June 1984

Beneath the dates, almost hidden beneath the staining, another line had been carved into the stone.

“We are such stuff as dreams are made on.”

Next to her grave, sat another, equally neglected. Edmund Chancery. Loving Husband.

Madame Amélie stood quietly for a moment, looking at the grave. Then she bent and placed the white roses carefully against the headstone, arranging the stems until they lay neatly beneath Cassandra’s name.

Her fingers rested briefly against the weathered stone.

Then she straightened and walked away.


Discover More Feminine Transformations from Emma LaVerne

If you enjoyed The Dress in the Window, there are plenty more transformations waiting for you.

Emma LaVerne’s Feminine Transformation Short Reads explore different routes into femininity, from secret dressing and reluctant makeovers to maid uniforms, public outings, office transformations and women who have very definite ideas about what should happen next.

You can discover stories including The Bridesmaid Problem, where one missing bridesmaid creates a very unexpected replacement; Saturday Maid, in which a careless boyfriend finds himself assigned a very different weekend role; Her Lingerie Drawer, where a private fascination with satin and lace is discovered; The Team’s New Girl, where a night out becomes a complete public transformation; Night Shift Girl, following a shy security guard who discovers another side of himself after hours; Jennifer’s New Uniform, where a temp job requires much more than office skills; and Trapped in Pink Satin, where a fancy-dress challenge leads somewhere far more permanent than expected.

For longer stories, explore the full Feminine Transformations series, with more room for changing identities, new relationships, feminine training, transformation and the gradual discovery that becoming someone new can feel surprisingly natural.

Expect satin, lace, stockings, heels, makeup, glamorous dresses, maid uniforms, public transformations, confident women and plenty of moments when a temporary makeover begins to feel like something much more.

Search Emma LaVerne on Amazon to explore the complete collection.

One Dress Can Change Everything

Sometimes the transformation begins with a dare.

Sometimes with a job.

Sometimes with a secret.

And sometimes all it takes is one beautiful dress in a shop window.
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