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Chapter 1: The Favour I Should Have Refused

The first thing you need to know about Verity Shaw is that she never really asked for favours.

A favour, to most people, involves some degree of humility. You ring someone up, soften your voice, admit inconvenience, offer platitudes, perhaps even say sorry if the request is particularly awkward.

Verity did none of that. Verity breezed in like a tempestuous storm and treated favours as a God-given right.

Which was why, when she sent me a message at half past nine on a wet Wednesday morning saying, Come over. Need you. Wear something clean. I already knew my day had taken a turn for the worse.

This was no big deal, if I’m honest. My day had not been worth much.

At the time, I was sitting in my kitchen wearing jogging bottoms, a T-shirt advertising a band I had never seen live, and one sock with a hole in it. The other sock was somewhere under the table, having abandoned me during breakfast.

I had an open laptop in front of me and three job websites pretending to refresh. None of them offered anything hopeful unless I wanted to become a delivery driver with my own van, a sales executive with “uncapped earning potential” but no real salary, or a trainee recruitment consultant, which sounded to me like the end of the world. I’d worked in sales some time back, and it hadn't gone well.

The job market was bad, and I had been drifting for nearly a year.

That was the generous word. Drifting made it sound almost gentle, like a leaf on water or a small boat idling down a river. In reality, I had been slowly sliding down the greasy pole of not giving a fuck, losing my grip and whatever ambition I had once possessed.

I used to work in marketing admin for a small events company. Nothing glamorous. I helped organise conference materials, updated databases, chased printers, booked courier collections, and wrote emails on behalf of people way beyond my social status, and occasionally got to write some vacuous copy for a website or promotion. It had been dull, but it gave me a desk, a reason to shower before nine, and the illusion that I was a functioning adult with my whole life ahead of me.

Then the company lost two major clients and decided it could continue perfectly well without my contribution to laminate-based logistics.

After that came freelance stuff, temporary work, some copy-editing for a friend of a friend, and an awful week doing customer service for an online furniture company, where I learned that people become spiritually unwell when a grey velvet ottoman arrives late.

Then less. Then nothing steady. I was not unemployed in the dramatic sense. I was underemployed, which is unemployment with better excuses and worse paperwork and still not enough to live on.

Verity called it “a transitional phase”.

My mother, when she rang from Cornwall, called it “just one of those patches, darling”, in the voice people use when they try to sound interested but are more thankful that their only son and heir is no longer living at home.

Even I called it getting by. Nobody believed me. I’d somehow become used to the banality of my existence, and I had become quite good at ‘just managing’.

I looked at Verity’s message again.

Come over. Need you. Wear something clean.

I typed, "What do you mean by' clean '?"

Her reply came a few seconds later. When Verity wanted something, she did not mess around.

Not what you’re wearing.

This was unfairly accurate given that she could not see me, though Verity had always possessed a disturbing instinct for my lowest standards. I found the missing sock, sniffed a shirt from the airer, decided it would do if viewed from a sympathetic distance, and showered with the brisk resentment of a man who’s day was about to be ruined.

Verity lived twenty minutes away in a flat above a boutique interiors shop that sold lamps shaped like sea creatures and cushions with more confidence than most people. Her building stood on a pretty Georgian terrace near the park, the sort of place where every front door looked freshly painted, and all the bins appeared to be new. My own flat, by comparison, overlooked the rear of a kebab shop and a wall decorated with a large, anatomically ambitious drawing of a pigeon. At night, a fight was always breaking out down there, usually when I was just about to drop off.

I had known Verity since university.

That always surprised people. Not that I had been to university, though sometimes they looked at my appearance and wondered how I had even gotten through school. No, people were surprised because Verity and I did not look as if we belonged in the same post code, never mind the same friendship group.

At university, she had arrived brimming with some preternatural confidence. Eighteen years old and somehow with the self-possession and drive of a Paris fashion designer, she wore silk shirts to lectures. Silk shirts. At nine in the morning. Who the hell did that?

I wore a hoodie and carried a rucksack with one broken strap. She knew which wine to order for particular dishes. She could talk to tutors, bouncers, angry taxi drivers, visiting lecturers and furious women in nightclub toilets with the same authority and get a positive response. I once saw her persuade a security guard to reopen a locked building after midnight because she had left her scarf inside, and by the end of it, he was apologising to her.

I had been softer then. Less visibly damaged by adult life, perhaps, but already inclined towards yielding. I said yes too easily. I laughed when I was uncomfortable. I stood slightly behind louder people in photographs and was content to be translucent if not entirely invisible. Verity noticed this immediately, somehow found it endearing and adopted me with the casual confidence of someone choosing a pair of jeans in a sale.

“Elliot,” she had said on our third meeting, “you’re coming with us.”

“Where?”

“Doesn’t matter. You’d only say no if I told you.”

She was right. That was the worst of it. And I went. Tagging along like a lost dog.

Our friendship should have thinned after university, as most friendships do, becoming birthday messages, old photographs and a faint guilt when one of you gets some unimaginable disease. Instead, it persisted in the strange, uneven way of things that are preordained. Verity went into PR, then luxury brand consultancy, then something so glamorous and vague I suspected it involved being paid to stand near important people and make them feel good about themselves. I drifted through ordinary jobs and ordinary rooms and ordinary anxieties.

She still called.

I still came. Wagging my tail and barking

There were times when I told myself I was in love with her. There were others when I thought that was too simple, too convenient, or too humiliating. Loving Verity was like admiring a tiger. You might be fascinated, you may even be tempted but you wouldn’t put your hand in the cage.

She had lovers. Men mostly, occasionally women, sometimes people she described with a small shrug as “complicated but beautiful”, which meant they had either excellent cheekbones or unresolved sexuality issues. I had relationships, too, at least technically. Mine tended to begin with women saying I was sweet and end with them saying I was hard to reach, which felt unfair, as I had usually spent the entire relationship trying to become whatever they seemed to want.

This, Verity said, was the problem.

“You so want to please all the damn time,” she told me once, in a wine bar where everything cost eleven pounds more than it should have. “You don’t choose or plan. You wait to be chosen, then you become what you think they want you to be.”

She could be cruel. Especially after a few drinks.

She could also be right on the nose about things, particularly me.

Her flat smelled of coffee, expensive candles and the sort of perfume that immediately turns heads when she enters a room. She opened the door wearing black wide-leg trousers, a white vest, no shoes, and a gold necklace that looked simple enough to be tasteful and expensive enough to be insulting. Her blonde hair was twisted up carelessly, which, on Verity, meant it had been arranged to appear careless by a woman with a relationship to mirrors I would never understand.

She looked me up and down.

“That shirt is dreadful.”

“It’s clean.”

“That’s what you call clean.”

I shrugged.

She stepped aside and let me in.

Pale walls, dark wooden floors, too many books arranged to be seen and admired, flowers in a large glass vase, framed prints, a velvet sofa in green, and a kitchen island where no real human mess was ever allowed to gather. Even her fruit bowl looked curated. Mine contained three onions, a battery and my latest utilities bill.

There was coffee on the island. Two cups. That meant she wanted something.

Not because she had made coffee at all. But she had made mine properly. Strong, little milk, no sugar. If this had been an ordinary meeting, she would have waved me to the cafetiere and let me make it myself.

“What have you done?” I asked.

She handed me the cup.

“Why do you assume I’ve done something?” I shrugged. “Don’t be so soft,” she added.

There it was. Soft.

People had been calling me soft my whole life, in different tones. My grandmother had said it fondly when I cried at a dog film. Bullies at school had said it with fists. Girlfriends had said it with disappointment when they got to know me a bit better. Verity said it as if it were a diagnosis for a disease with no cure.

I sat at the island.

“It’s my father’s birthday this weekend,” she said. “Country hotel, family gathering, speeches, relatives, shitty photographs, my passive-aggressive mother pretending not to control everything.”

This was the preamble that I had become so used to with Verity. She would state the issue and then she’d hit you with the solution. I thought I’d just cut to the chase.

“And where do I come in?”

Verity took her coffee and leaned back against the counter. She had the expression she wore before saying something that would make the room smaller.

“My mother has decided I need settling. She has also invited Oliver Baines.”

The name meant nothing to me, but Verity’s tone gave it a very dark meaning, her eyes widening as if this was some mortal insult.

“Who is Oliver Baines?”

“Wealthy, divorced, pleased with himself, and apparently suitable. Misogynistic, opportunistic, narcissistic. The perfect husband.”

“For you?”

“So my mother believes. My mother believes many things, including that beige is a good colour and that emotional honesty should be kept out of life entirely.”

I drank my coffee and watched her. “What? You need me to help you avoid him somehow?”

“I need more than help. I need a girlfriend.”

“I’m short on those at the moment,” I laughed.

It was not a good laugh. Too loud, too surprised, with a little edge of panic already showing. Verity did not join in. She simply watched me over her coffee.

“You’re serious,” I said.

“Yes.”

“You’ve invented a girlfriend?”

“Yes.”

“And now you need me to help support this little lie somehow.”

“Yes.”

“That part I can understand. I can ring during dinner. I can send messages. I can be a tragic food poisoning incident.”

“She has a name,” Verity said.

The sentence had the smoothness of something already decided.

“Elodie.”

I stared at her.

There are names that simply exist, and names that arrive carrying luggage. Elodie arrived with silk dresses, good skin, expensive shampoo and a confidence I did not personally own. It was far too pretty a name to be casually attached to this domestic fraud.

“You named your imaginary girlfriend Elodie?”

“She needed a name.”

“You need a therapist.”

“Possibly, but my mother now knows about her and wants to meet her. It’s so wonderful to have a lesbian in the family. So fabulous.”

I put down the cup. “Verity, I don’t understand what you’re asking me.”

“Yes, you do.”

Outside, rain pattered against the windows, and I had the feeling that my premonition that the day was not going to be a good one was about to come true. Somewhere below, in the interiors shop, someone moved furniture over old floorboards.

“Elliot, I need you to come with me this weekend as Elodie.”

There it was.

I pushed back from the island and stood. “No. Absolutely not.”

“You say absolutely mostly when you’re not.”

“I’m refusing.”

“You are overreacting, just a little.”

“Because my best friend has just asked me to become her girlfriend for a family birthday weekend.”

“Yes.”

“That is insane.”

“You know me well enough, and none of them knows you.”

“Are you on some kind of medication?”

I stared at her, waiting for embarrassment to arrive on her face. It did not. Verity had the frightening confidence of someone who had already made peace with the outrageous part and moved on to logistics. At some point, she had concocted this unworkable plan and now she was trying to squeeze the bits into place, starting with me.

“How is this going to work?” I asked.

“You are slim. You have narrow shoulders. You are not tall enough to create a problem in heels if we choose carefully. Your face is soft, especially when you stop making that wounded spaniel expression. Your hair is useless, but hair is the easiest thing to fix. You take instructions well when you want to please. Most importantly, you have spent years letting me tell you what to do.”

I walked to the window and looked out at the wet terrace. A woman in a camel coat passed below with a takeaway coffee and a sense of forward direction I found personally offensive.

“You’ve thought about this in the clear light of day,” I said.

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“A while.”

I turned back. “That is not reassuring.”

“It was meant to be honest.”

“Honest would have been telling me you had apparently been assessing whether I could pass as your girlfriend while I was sitting on your sofa eating crisps.”

She sighed then, not with impatience exactly but certainly in a way that made me think that she was leading me into some kind of trap. Then, for the first time, I saw a crack in the performance. Not uncertainty exactly. Verity rarely did uncertainty in public, even with an audience of one. But something vulnerable had moved beneath the beautiful surface of her face.

“My family are unbearable. My mother has been organising this weekend for months. She wants me paired off, managed, softened into something she recognises. Some ungodly Stepford Wife. If I go alone, Oliver and me becomes the weekend’s little project. If I arrive with a girlfriend, especially one sweet and shy and completely uninterested in impressing them, the whole dynamic changes.”

“You said sweet and shy as if I’m going to be good at this.”

“You are sweet and shy when you stop doing that failure thing of yours.”

“Okay…thanks.”

The sentence hit a nerve I would have preferred left numbed. I leaned against the window frame, arms folded, trying to look more solid than I felt.

“What about an actual woman? One of your complicated, beautiful people.”

“They’ve all said no, already. Besides, I need someone I trust.”

“I cannot believe you’re making this sound like a reasonable option.”

“I’m not making it sound reasonable. It’s entirely possible.”

She came round the island and sat on the arm of the sofa. Her voice softened, and she did that thing of staring doughy-eyed at me.

“We would prepare properly,” she said. “Not a joke. Not a cheap wig and a silly dress. Properly. Hair removal first, because you need a good base when you’re growing a sexy woman. Lingerie, because the body has to understand that it’s female before anything more. Makeup. A good wig. Clothes that flatter you. We rehearse the backstory. That should be easy because we know each other well. You learn how to sit, how to speak softly without sounding like you are a second-rate drag act, how to let me lead without looking awkward.”

“I would absolutely look awkward.”

“At the start, perhaps.”

“Comforting.”

“You like being told what to do. I’ve seen it. That makes you perfect.”

I looked at her sharply.

She did not apologise.

“You do,” she said. “You hate being told that because you think it means you’re weak. It doesn’t.”

I thought of every job I had done well only when someone more Alpha told me exactly what mattered and what to do. Every relationship in which I had folded around another person’s expectations and called it love. Every time Verity had sent a message, and I had gone, because being summoned was kind of cool actually.

“You make me sound pathetic,” I said.

“You make yourself sound pathetic because you are ashamed of needing anything. I am saying you may not be broken just because you are not built for the kind of manhood people keep handing you.”

“Wow!”

The room went quiet.

In the silence, I could feel the apparition she had placed between us. Elodie. Not merely a fake girlfriend, not only a social disguise for a weekend in a country hotel, but a shaped thing. A way of being looked at differently. It frightened me because I did not have to imagine it. Some part of me, soft and too tired to keep guarding every doorway, could already feel Verity’s hands at my shoulders, adjusting me, instructing me, turning me towards a mirror.

“No,” I said again, but this time the word had less weight to it.

Verity heard the difference. Of course she did. She had built a career on noticing where people weakened just a little.

She stood, went to the kitchen island, picked up her coffee, and poured it away down the sink. Its domestic ordinariness made the previous five minutes feel even stranger. My life had just been opened with a knife, and Verity was rinsing a mug.

“I’m not asking for an answer this second,” she said.

“You made me come over for a favour, and now you’re not asking for an answer?”

She turned back from the sink.

“Two nights. Friday to Sunday. If you hate it, we'll leave early. If you cannot face dinner, you get a migraine. If the whole thing collapses, I take responsibility. I will not let anyone hurt you.”

Verity could be selfish. She could be arrogant, ruthless, too clever by half and emotionally expensive to stand close to. But she did not make promises like that casually.

Still, promises did not change the basic facts.

“I would be in front of your family.”

“Yes.”

“In a dress.”

“Yes.”

“With a woman’s name.”

“Yes.”

“Pretending to be your girlfriend.”

“Being treated as my girlfriend,” she said. “There is a difference.”

I shook my head and picked up my coat. “This is too much.”

“Yes.”

I could feel her eyes on me as I reached the door and somehow knew that this was not over.  I opened it. Rain whispered in the hallway beyond, brought in by someone downstairs. The building smelled faintly of damp coats and expensive candles.

“I’m not Elodie,” I said.

Verity stood in her beautiful flat, bare feet on polished floorboards, her face calm but not untouched. “I think you know why the name frightened you.”

I stayed one moment too long. Long enough for her to say the thing that followed me home.

“You have spent years waiting for someone to tell you who to be, Elliot. I am not doing this to humiliate you. I am offering you a weekend where you don’t have to drift. You can borrow someone else’s life and see how it feels. If it tells you nothing, you come back on Sunday, and we never mention Elodie again.”

I left without answering.

All the way home, I told myself I had refused.

But later, in my cold kitchen with the job websites still open and the one sock once again missing under the table, I found myself standing in front of the bathroom mirror. I looked at my soft face, my narrow shoulders, my apologetic eyes, and thought of Verity saying hair removal first. A voice in my head added that nothing sits right if the body is still pretending.

I didn’t quite know what that meant at the time.

But I was going to find out.


Chapter 2: Verity’s Conditions

Verity did not chase me.

That was perhaps her cleverest move. I spent the whole of Wednesday afternoon expecting another message, one of her neat little summonses arriving on my phone with the emotional subtlety of a hand chopping at my neck.

Come back. Stop sulking. You’ll be such a pretty girl.

Nothing came.

At first, I was relieved. Then irritated. Then, rather horribly, disappointed, which made me angry with myself because disappointment is a hard thing to justify. Especially when the thing you are disappointed about is not becoming your best friend’s fake girlfriend for a family birthday weekend.

I tried to work.

That is, I sat at the kitchen table and refreshed job websites with the blank expression of a man who knew he was already beaten. The same postings waited for me. Sales executive. Warehouse operative. Social media assistant. Must be passionate about analytics, which seemed a cruel prerequisite. Was there anyone who was ever passionate about analytics? There was one role for an events coordinator at a hotel outside Bath, but the salary was listed as competitive, which usually meant the money was performance related and not to be discussed.

By five, the light had gone grey. Rain had started again, tapping against the kitchen window and turning the alley behind the flat into a strip of wet brick and gradually dissolving takeaway containers. The pigeon on the wall opposite looked damp and mean. It seemed to be staring at me as if I was the cause of its problems. I ate toast over the sink and tried to outstare it. The bird flew away.

Elodie.

The name had followed me home and made itself comfortable.

I kept telling myself it meant nothing. Verity had invented a woman because she had too much imagination, too much money, too much confidence and a mother who apparently used matchmaking as a recreational weapon. It had nothing to do with me. It was a bad idea placed briefly in my path.

I had looked in the bathroom mirror.

That was the problem. Not once either.

Three times.

The first time, I told myself I was checking whether I needed a haircut. I did. I nearly always did. My hair existed in a permanent state of almost becoming something. The second time, I studied my face and tried to imagine what Verity meant by soft. I had always disliked that word, but in the mirror I could see why people used it. My mouth was too full for the kind of jaw I did not have. My eyes looked wider when I was tired. My cheekbones were there, faintly, as if waiting for better lighting and a woman with expensive brushes.

The third time, I caught myself turning my head, lifting my hair back from my forehead, wondering what would happen if it were not my hair at all.

That was when I left the bathroom and made toast.

Around six, my phone pinged. I looked at it too quickly.

Of course, it was Verity.

You left before answering properly.

I typed: I thought I answered.

Her reply came at once.

No. You ran out the door.

I put the phone face down on the table. Then turned it over again because I am, fundamentally, weak in predictable ways.

I think I said no.

A little time passed and I thought that would be the end of the matter. Then she sent another message.

Come tomorrow at ten. I’ll get coffee and croissants. If you still refuse after I explain the rules, I will drop it.

That last part was unfair. Verity knew rules comforted me even when I resented them. A shapeless demand could be rejected. Something structured had corners. You could grip corners.

I wrote: You’re going to try and manipulate me.

She replied: Yes. Wear better than that tragic shirt.

The next morning, I took an unreasonable amount of care getting dressed for a meeting I was supposedly attending to refuse something. I showered, shaved properly, put on clean jeans, a plain jumper and the least sad pair of trainers I owned. I even checked my nails, then immediately hated myself for that. Soft hands, Verity would probably say. Hands that needed something done to them. She would be right. My nails were uneven, and one had a little crescent of dirt beneath it because I had tried to fix a cupboard door the day before and failed in both carpentry and personal grooming.

I walked to Verity’s flat under a sky the colour of old dishwater.

The interiors shop below her building had rearranged its window display. This week, it featured a velvet chair, three ceramic leopards and a lamp shaped like coral. A small card read Effortless Coastal Living, which was a fine thing to call objects that together cost more than my monthly rent.

Verity opened the door before I knocked.

“You’re early,” she said.

“You told me ten.”

“It is ten to.”

“I was worried I’d turn round if I waited outside.”

“That’s perfect. Come in.”

She wore a pale blue shirt tucked into dark jeans, sleeves rolled, hair loose around her shoulders. Bare feet again. Verity never looked unprepared, even when casual. She looked like a woman in a magazine article about people who make fresh pasta on weeknights.

I stepped inside. On the island sat coffee, water, and a notebook. No croissants.

The notebook worried me.

I sat because the coffee was there and because standing would make me look as if I might bolt. I was trying to project the calm authority of a man who had come to decline a proposal. I suspect I looked looked like a man waiting for dental work.

Verity sat opposite me and opened the notebook.

“I promised rules.”

“You did.”

“And I promised that if, after hearing them, you still refuse, I will drop it.”

“For good?”

“For this weekend.” She smiled.

“That is not the same thing.”

She shrugged. At least she did not pretend.

She turned the notebook towards me.

At the top of the page was written:

Elodie Weekend

Below that:

One weekend only. Friday morning to Sunday evening.
No backing out once you commit.
No calling yourself ridiculous.
No treating Elodie as a joke.
No getting drunk and giving yourself away.
No disappearing if things get tough.
No letting my mother separate us for more than ten minutes.
If you need a break, you say: I need some air.
If I need you to trust me, I say: Stay with me.

I read the list twice. The irritating thing was that it was sensible. Not normal. Not remotely normal. But sensible within the small, deranged imaginings Verity had created and invited me to take part in.

“No calling myself ridiculous?” I said.

“You probably will.”

“I might.”

“You would do it before I had even finished the foundation. Some bleak little joke about looking like a haunted aunt.”

“That’s quite good.”

“It is also banned.”

“I’m allowed jokes?”

“Good ones.”

“Who judges?”

“I do.”

“Naturally.”

She leaned back, watching me with that appraising expression that always made me feel like a room with the curtains open.

“I mean it, Elliot. If you do this, you do not get to protect yourself by humiliating her before anyone else can.”

“Her.”

“Elodie.”

The name brought a lump to my throat and a tingling in my stomach. Nerves. It was as if I was preparing to jump off a cliff edge.

“I hate that name,” I said. “Let’s choose something different.”

“No, you don’t,” she said. “I like it. It stays.”

“It’s too pretty.” I looked down at the notebook again. Elodie Weekend. As if the woman had a diary entry now. As if she had become an appointment.

“Why not something ordinary? Emma. Sophie. Kate.”

“Because I want her to turn heads in the room. Elodie is going to be a goddess.”

“You have high expectations, Verity.”

“You haven’t been listening.”

I wanted to laugh, but the sound caught in my throat. Verity closed the notebook.

“There are other conditions.”

“Of course there are.”

“You must trust me with the preparation.”

“You thought I might want to do that? That I’d have the skills.”

“No, but you have to follow my orders or this won’t work.”

I stared at her and realised she was not going to let me get out of this. She put her hands down on the kitchen island and tapped her fingers, staring back at me.

“The first stage is body hair removal.”

The kitchen seemed suddenly too bright. I looked at my coffee. It looked back, offering nothing.

“You said that yesterday.”

“Yes.”

“I shaved my face.”

“I know. Badly, sometimes.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. But I mean chest, arms, underarms, legs. Anything visible or likely to make stockings look less than smooth.”

I sat very still. There are thresholds the imagination skips over until someone says them plainly. Body hair removal had sounded almost abstract yesterday. A heading in Verity’s private madness. Now it became razors, skin, hands, legs, the whole humiliating reality of my body being prepared for clothes I had not agreed to wear. Stockings.

“You are enjoying this way too much,” I said.

“I am taking it seriously. That is why you’re frightened.”

She stood and took both our cups to the sink, though mine was only half empty. It was a Verity move. Conversation finished. Next stage about to begin. I was not asked whether I wanted to proceed because she already knew I had not left.

“I haven’t said yes.”

“No. But you came wearing easy clothes.” I looked down at my jumper. “I think you’re a little intrigued to see Elodie.”

“I hate you.”

“No, you don’t. Bathroom.”

I did not move. Verity turned back, and for the first time that morning her voice softened.

“Elliot, this is the first real line. If you leave now, I will not stop you. If you stay, we begin. You do not have to pretend you are just humouring me. You do not have to pretend this is less frightening than it is. You only have to decide whether you are stepping over the line.”

I thought of my flat. The job sites. The missing sock. My mother’s careful voice. My landlord’s messages. The bathroom mirror and the way I had turned my face, looking for what Verity had already seen. I thought of the list, of one weekend only, of no calling yourself ridiculous, of a woman named Elodie who apparently stood straighter than I did.

Then I stood.

Verity watched me, and whatever triumph she might have felt stayed hidden. She was good enough to know this was not the moment for victory dances.

The bathroom was larger than mine, obviously. Everything in Verity’s life was larger, warmer and better lit. White tiles, black floor, a walk-in shower, a deep bath under the window, plants on a shelf, towels rolled in a basket as if linen had been persuaded to develop self-esteem. On the counter she had laid out razors, shaving gel, a small electric trimmer, moisturiser, exfoliating gloves, cotton pads, and a robe in soft grey cotton.

The robe did something unpleasant to my stomach. It suggested I would take off my clothes and not go back into them immediately. Verity closed the bathroom door but did not lock it.

“You can still leave,” she said.

“I know.”

“You keep looking for traps. There aren’t any. There is only the fact that you might want to stay and have no one to blame for it.”

I sighed and pulled off my jumper.

The air touched my arms.

There is no dignified way to undress in front of a fully dressed woman who has known you since university and has opinions about your posture. I took off my T-shirt next, then stood bare-chested, trying not to fold my arms. Verity did not stare in the way I feared. She looked practically. Almost clinically. That helped for about three seconds, then made me feel worse because practical attention is harder to resist than ridicule.

“You’re tense,” she said.

“I’m half naked in your bathroom while you prepare razors.”

“Chest first. You can do it yourself.”

She handed me the trimmer. That mattered. I did not know why until later, but it mattered that she did not begin by touching me. She gave me the tool and the choice to move. I switched it on. The buzzing filled the bathroom, small and ridiculous and terrifying.

My chest hair was not much. Enough to be male. Enough to be there. I placed the trimmer against the centre of my chest and hesitated. Verity stood behind me, reflected in the bathroom mirror. She said nothing.

I moved the trimmer downward. A pale line appeared.

“Oh,” I said.

Verity’s face softened slightly in the mirror.

“Yes.”

“It looks strange.”

“It will.”

I made another pass, then another. Hair fell in small dark flecks onto my skin and the towel Verity had placed beneath my feet. It was such an ordinary thing, removing hair, and yet nothing about it felt ordinary. The strip of bare skin looked too exposed, too young, too ready for something.

“Good,” she said.

I hated how much that helped.

The chest became easier once the first patch was gone. Halfway looks worse than whole commitment. That is one of life’s nastier tricks. Soon the trimmer had taken most of it, and Verity showed me how to use shaving gel and a razor carefully over the skin. I nicked myself once near the collarbone.

“Press with tissue,” she said.

“I know.”

“You do not know. You are holding the tissue like it offended you.”

She stepped closer and adjusted my hand, her fingers cool over mine. The contact was brief, but my whole body noticed.

“There,” she said. “Pressure, not punishment.”

I breathed out slowly.

Arms next. Then underarms, which was so awkward and undignified that I almost broke the joke rule from the strain of containing myself. Verity watched my face. I closed my mouth. She smiled.

“Good boy.”

The words hit me in a place I would rather not name. Verity heard the change in my breathing and wisely, or mercifully, moved on.

“Jeans.”

“No.” The word came fast.

“I’ve seen you naked before. It’s no great deal.”

I unfastened my jeans and pushed them down. My underwear followed after a delay that felt longer than it was. Verity turned slightly away while I stepped out of everything, giving me privacy without pretending we were not in the same room.

I stood in front of the mirror wearing nothing and feeling exposed.

Narrow shoulders, flat stomach, slim hips, pale legs, soft skin beneath hair. I expected to feel disgust. Instead, I felt caught. As if I had been seen before I had chosen what to show.

Verity turned back.

Her gaze moved over me once, calm and measured.

“You have better legs than you think.”

I laughed once, not a joke exactly, more a startled exhale. “Please don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Make it sound like this could work.”

Her expression changed.

“Oh, it’s going to work. That is the frightening part, isn’t it?”

I looked away.

Legs were worse than chest.

The trimmer first, then gel, then razor. Verity sat on the edge of the bath while I perched on a stool, one foot lifted awkwardly, trying to manage my shin without slicing myself open. The first stroke through foam revealed a smooth strip of skin that seemed indecently pale. I stared at it.

“You’re allowed to feel strange,” Verity said.

“I do.”

I shaved slowly. Calf, shin, ankle. Around the knee with Verity’s warnings in my ear. Then the thigh, which made the whole thing suddenly too intimate again. The skin above the knee felt softer, more responsive. The razor moved through foam and hair, and with every pass my leg looked less like something I had become used to and more like something that belonged in the future Verity had prepared for me.

After the legs came the final rinse in the shower. Verity left me alone for that and told me to shave my ‘private areas’. That was more difficult than I thought it would be and more embarrassing. I was glad she had left. I stood under warm water and watched hair, foam and the last of my ordinary morning circle the drain. My skin felt absurdly sensitive. Water ran over my chest, arms, legs and seemed to touch twice as much of me as before.

When I got out, the grey robe waited on the hook.

I dried carefully, because Verity would know if I did not. I rubbed moisturiser into my body and felt my soft skin beneath my finger tips. Then I put on the robe and tied the belt.

The bathroom mirror had steamed. I wiped it with my hand. A different version of me appeared.

Not Elodie. Not even close. No makeup, no clothes, no hair beyond my own damp, flattened mess. But the body beneath the robe had changed. Smooth legs below the hem. Smooth chest visible where the robe parted. Arms lighter, hands softer by contrast. I looked more vulnerable. Not weaker. Not exactly. But less armoured by neglect.

Verity knocked once. “Can I come in?”

“Yes.”

She entered and stopped near the door. For once, she did not immediately speak. That made me nervous.

“What?”

“You look frightened.”

“I am.”

“And?”

I looked back at the mirror.

“And I look different.”

“Yes.”

“I thought it would be funny.”

“Did you?”

“I hoped it would be funny. Funny would help.”

“No,” she said, coming to stand beside me. “Funny would let you leave without learning anything.”

I held the robe closed at my chest. “This doesn’t mean I’m saying yes to the weekend.”

“No.”

“It’s just shaving.”

“It is not just shaving. I won’t insult you by pretending it is. It is the first thing that makes the rest possible.”

My throat tightened. The rest. I looked at my legs again.

Smooth.

Changed. A mark had been made in the soft ground, and whether I went to the hotel or not, I would know the line was there. Verity touched the sleeve of the robe, not my skin. “We’ll stop here for today if you want.” That was generous.

It was also too late.

I looked in the mirror at the man in the robe with newly smooth legs and a face that no longer knew which expression would save him.

“This has already gone too far,” I said.

Verity’s reflection met mine.

“Yes,” she said. “That is usually where things begin.”


Chapter 3: Lingerie Before the Lie

The next day was bright and felt slightly different than before for some reason.

Sunlight came through my kitchen window and showed me everything I had been successfully ignoring for the past few days: crumbs by the toaster, coffee rings on the table, dust along the skirting board, a small stack of unopened letters, and the second sock, which had reappeared beside the bin as if it had been living there and made a nest.

I had slept badly.

That was not unusual, but this was a different sort of bad sleep. Usually, I lie awake worrying about rent, work, my mother’s careful optimism, or whether the damp patch above the bathroom mirror is growing in a way that suggests legal action from the ceiling. This time, I lay awake thinking about my legs.

That sounds absurd.

It was absurd.

But once a man has shaved his legs in his best friend’s bathroom under her calm supervision, and then stood in a robe while she told him that things had begun, his legs stopped being background noise. They become evidence of a change that was gradually gaining pace. I don’t quite know why she stopped there. That was most unlike Verity. She had the opportunity to go for the kill but stepped back and let me leave.

I woke twice in the night because the sheet moved against my smooth legs.

In the morning, sunlight struck them when I got out of bed, and I stood there looking down like an idiot. Smooth calves. Bare thighs. Skin where there had been hair. No one warns you how visible a body becomes once you remove something. I touched one shin with my foot. Then stopped. Then did it again because apparently I had become the sort of man who required sensory confirmation before breakfast.

Verity messaged at eight. No jeans today. Joggers or loose trousers. Come at eleven. I stared at the message while eating toast.

Then typed: Bossy.

I considered ignoring her. I considered saying I had work, though even my lies would have done no good. I considered telling her that I had gone too far already and would now be returning to normal life, which was a bold plan for someone who had spent ten minutes moisturising his legs because Verity had told him to.

At ten-thirty, I put on loose black sweatpants, a T-shirt and a hoodie. I tried to avoid looking in the mirror, failed, and saw a man who looked almost the same as yesterday, except I knew what was hidden under the clothes.

Verity opened the door wearing a cream jumper and cropped trousers. Her hair was pulled back, and she had a pencil tucked behind one ear, which made her look as if she had either been working or was preparing to write some more rules for me to follow. The flat smelled of coffee and warm bread.

“Good,” she said, looking me over.

“No shirt inspection today?”

“The hoodie is tragic, but it will do.”

“Generous.”

I stepped inside. The sun had reached her living room and spread across the floorboards, catching the edge of the green sofa and the glass vase on the table. No dramatic weather. No grey light. The morning was clear, ordinary, almost cheerful, which made the situation feel worse. It is hard to convince yourself you have been dragged into darkness when there are croissants on a plate.

“Did you buy those to soften me up?” I asked.

“Yes.”

We sat at the island. She let me eat one croissant before mentioning Elodie, which I considered the peak of her mercy. Then she opened the notebook. I hated the notebook.

“Today is the hidden layer,” she said.

I put down the coffee.

“That sounds enigmatic. Mysterious even. How long have you been planning this?”

“A while.”

“And what does the hidden layer mean?”

“It means lingerie.”

“Ah. I knew this was coming, but I hoped it would feel less stupid.”

“Does it?”

“No.”

“It’s not just clothing. It’s transformation.” She turned the notebook towards me.

There was a list, because of course there was.

Panties.
Bra.
Forms.
Suspender belt.
Stockings.
Slip.
Posture.
Sitting.
Voice.
Compliments.

The last one annoyed me.

“Compliments?”

“You need to learn to accept them when they are made.”

“Perhaps wait until someone offers one.”

“I gave you one yesterday. You nearly swallowed your own face.”

“You said I had better legs than I thought.”

“And you reacted like I’d thrown something at you. Compliments build confidence.”

I looked at the list again. Panties. Bra. Forms. Suspender belt. Stockings. Slip. The words seemed more intimate written down. Items in shops, yes. Items in adverts. Items in laundry baskets belonging to girls. Not items waiting to be placed on my body as part of a weekend fraud that had already stopped feeling like it was anywhere near sanity.

“I haven’t said yes to the hotel or doing this,” I said.

“No. Not yet. This is all about seeing how everything fits. Once you see yourself and begin to feel it, then you can decide about the weekend.”

“You’re hoping to push me into this gradually. What makes you so sure it will work?”

“Because I think you’re intrigued.” She stood and took the notebook. “Bedroom.” She looked back from the hallway. “Elliot, if I have to drag you, it ruins the grace of all this.”

“There is grace?”

“There could be. Don’t sabotage everything while I’m enjoying things.”

That made me laugh, which helped. Her bedroom was at the back of the flat, overlooking a small courtyard where someone had managed to grow jasmine in pots. Sunlight lay across the bed. The room was tidy in that Verity way, not lifeless, but controlled. White bedding, dark wardrobe, a chair with a silk scarf over it, books on the bedside table, a framed photograph of the sea.

On the bed lay tissue paper. I stopped in the doorway. Verity noticed. “It’s just for you.”

“Packaging that looks like it’s quite dangerous.”

She opened the tissue.

The lingerie was not what I expected, although by this point, I should have stopped trusting my expectations. I had imagined something red, cheap, obvious. Something I could despise. Instead, everything was pale and simple. Cream panties. A matching bra. A suspender belt with small hooks. Black stockings. A slip, soft and light. The forms were wrapped separately, discreetly. Nothing looked like a joke.

That made it harder. That she had thought properly about this.

“It looks serious,” I said.

“Yes.”

“I was hoping for ridiculous.”

“I know.” She smiled. “That is the work. To make you take things seriously.”

The work. As if this were a project with stages, not a favour spiralling out of control. Verity turned towards me.

“You do this part yourself as much as possible. I’ll help when you ask or when you’re about to strangle yourself with elastic.”

“Comforting.”

“You need to learn how Elodie is put together. If I do everything, you’ll feel like she’s only happening to you, not becoming part of you.”

I looked at the bed.

“And if I don’t want her to happen at all?”

Verity’s face softened, but she did not soften the answer.

“You came back this morning, and you’re still standing here.”

She left me to undress, though only by stepping into the hallway and leaving the bedroom door half open. I stood there for a moment and stared at the bed.

“I will not be defeated by underwear.”

“Many brave people have said that before.”

When she had gone, I removed my hoodie and T-shirt. My chest looked different in the sun. Smoother, paler, less like mine. The sweatpants came off next, and I stood in my boxers, looking at the tissue paper. The panties came first. I told myself this was just fabric. That is a useful lie for almost three seconds. Then the fabric touched me, and the lie lost confidence.

They sat differently from anything I owned. Less bulk, more exposure, and something else. I adjusted them twice, tucking myself away and then stopped because adjustment itself began to feel like a step too far.

The bra was next.

I picked it up and studied it as if there might be written instructions hidden in the lace. There were not. It was a simple cream bra with light structure, nothing dramatic, but the clasp might as well have been a lock from a mediaeval cell.

I tried to fasten it behind my back. Failed. Tried again. Failed with more bitterness.

“Are you alive?” Verity called from the hallway.

“Currently at war with the bra.”

She appeared in the doorway but did not enter until I nodded. That tiny courtesy mattered and annoyed me by mattering. “Turn it round,” she said.

“I know.”

“You absolutely do not.”

“I was about to discover it.”

She came in, took it from me, fastened it at the front, turned it gently around my chest, then helped me slide my arms through the straps. Her fingers adjusted the fit at my shoulders and back. It was a practical contact that did not stop my body from treating it as something more sensual. That was not unusual with Verity.

“There,” she said.

The cups lay empty against me.

“Now the forms.”

“No.”

The word came out quickly. Verity paused with the wrapped pair in her hand.

She nodded. “They’re not magic. They’re shape.”

“I’m not sure that helps.”

“It’s not meant to help. Come on, don’t be such a sissy.”

She unwrapped them and placed one into each cup, adjusting until the bra settled into a fuller line. The weight changed everything. It was not heavy, but it was present. My chest now had a curve, modest but undeniable beneath the bra.

I looked down.

Verity stood back.

“You can say something.”

“I don’t know what.”

“Then don’t spoil it with rubbish.”

The suspender belt took longer.

There was no dignity in it. I held it upside down at first, then backwards, then somehow twisted so badly that Verity pressed her fingers to her forehead and muttered, “We may need a diagram.” Eventually, she fitted it around my waist and showed me the clips.

“These attach to the stockings. Gently. If you yank them like a tent peg, I’ll make you do it again.”

The stockings lay black and fine on the bed.

I sat to put them on. Verity perched on the chair opposite, not staring exactly, but watching enough to make mistakes unavoidable. The first stocking caught on my toe. I panicked and pulled too hard.

“Stop,” she said.

I froze.

“Roll it down first. Gather it. Toe in. Then up slowly. Let the fabric move.”

“You say that as if fabric is sentient.”

“It’s more composed than you are.”

The stocking slid over my foot, then my ankle, then up the calf. The sensation against my smooth skin was sharper than I expected. It had a little pressure, a little drag, a little whisper of something I did not want to name. By the time it reached my thigh, I had gone quiet.

Verity did not tease me. That was wise. I clipped the stocking to the suspender belt with her guidance. The clip snapped once and missed. I swore under my breath.

The second stocking was easier, which frightened me more than the first. My hands learned. My body learned. That had been true since the shaving, but lingerie made it clearer. The body did not need to understand the situation to adapt to it.

When both stockings were fastened, I stood.

The belt tugged slightly when I moved. The stockings held my legs in a way that made them feel displayed even in a private bedroom. The bra shaped my chest. The panties made me aware of my hips. None of it was visible to the world yet, but I felt rearranged beneath the skin in a way I hadn’t noticed before.

Verity handed me the slip.

“Last hidden layer.”

It was cream, light, with thin straps. I pulled it over my head and let it fall. The fabric settled over the lingerie, smoothing the lines and softening the look. It ended mid-thigh, leaving the stockings visible below. I turned towards the mirror on the wardrobe door.

There I was.

Not Elodie yet.

Not even close.

My face was bare, my hair ordinary, my expression a mixture of alarm and bad sleep. But beneath that, the body had changed. It was as if the garments held me. That was the word that came before I could avoid it. Held at the chest, waist, and thighs. Giving me shape. Not a full one, not yet, but the beginning of one.

Verity came to stand beside me, not too close.

“Well?”

I swallowed.

“It feels really strange.”

“It is.”

“What do you think?”

“Elodie is beginning to emerge.”

I looked at her reflection.

“That sounds dangerous.”

She turned me gently by the shoulders until I faced the room rather than the mirror. “Now posture.”

“I’m in lingerie. Is posture the urgent issue?”

“Especially in lingerie. You’re trying to collapse, as if you want to hide.”

She placed one hand between my shoulder blades and one at my waist, correcting me with firm pressure. Not pushing me into an exaggerated pose, just lifting me out of my old slump. Shoulders back, but not stiff. Chin level. Weight balanced. Feet placed closer than I would have chosen.

The slip changed when I stood correctly. The bra did too. The whole shape made more sense. Verity stepped away.

“There. You see?”

“I feel like this is going to be quite tiring.”

“Your spine has been waiting years for this kind of readjustment for years. You’re such a sloucher. That has to stop.”

I tried to fold my arms, then realised the bra and forms made the gesture awkward. Verity lifted an eyebrow.

“No hiding.”

I dropped my arms.

She pointed to the chair near the window.

“Sit.”

I sat as Elliot would have sat: knees apart, shoulders forward, one elbow on a thigh.

Verity’s face said enough.

“Again,” she said.

I stood, then sat more carefully.

“Knees together. Not clamped. Together. Angle them slightly. Hands in your lap. No gripping. You are not holding down a small animal.”

I adjusted.

“Back straight.”

I adjusted again.

“Breathe.”

“I am.”

“Without looking as if a tribunal is judging you.”

I breathed.

The position felt false at first, then less so. My knees together altered the line of my body. My hands in my lap looked softer than I expected. The slip fell over my thighs. The stockings showed. It was too much, and yet less absurd each second I stayed there.

“Now voice,” Verity said.

She leaned back against the wardrobe. “You need something softer. Not high. Do not do a falsetto unless you want me to end the weekend before it starts. You already speak gently when you’re not in a mood. We use that.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Yes, you do. Say: I’m Elodie.”

I looked at her. The sunlight in the room felt suddenly harsh.

“I’m not saying that.”

“You are. It’s practice.”

I stared at the floor. This was worse than the stockings. The body could be persuaded quietly. The voice had to step out in front. Verity waited. She had learned that patience can do more damage than pressure.

I said it in my normal voice, low and flat. “I’m Elodie.”

“No.”

“That was the sentence.”

“Again. Softer. Let the words out instead of throwing them into the room.”

I closed my eyes briefly. Then tried again. “I’m Elodie.”

It was still my voice, but less solid. Quieter. Not feminine exactly, but closer to the person in the slip than the man who had arrived in the hoodie.

Verity’s face changed. “Good.”

I felt the word down my spine. “You cannot keep doing that,” I said.

“Praising you?”

“I’m not a puppy.”

“Maybe a little kitten.”

There was nowhere to put that, so I sat with it. She moved to the bed and picked up the notebook.

“Compliments.”

“I was hoping we’d forgotten that.”

“You are dreadful at them. If my mother says you look lovely and you react like she has accused you of fraud, we’re finished.”

Verity looked at me, then spoke with a sudden brightness that sounded alarmingly like a woman at a country hotel. “Elodie, what a pretty dress.”

“I’m not wearing a dress.”

“Use your imagination.”

I sighed.

“Thank you.”

“No. You made it sound like an apology. Again. Accept the compliment. Do not explain. Do not deny. Do not offer evidence against yourself.”

I tried again.

“Thank you. That’s kind of you.”

“Better. Now, if someone says you have beautiful eyes?”

I shifted in the chair. “I leave the country.”

“Elodie does not leave the country. She smiles slightly and says thank you. You might even want to blush.”

I looked up at her through my lashes, partly because my head was lowered and partly because the whole thing had become strange enough to make ordinary eye contact difficult.

“Thank you,” I said.

Verity went still for half a second.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

“No. What?”

She closed the notebook.

“That worked.”

My face heated.

“Don’t.”

“I said it worked.”

“It sounded like something else.”

“Perhaps it was.”

The room changed then. Not hugely. No grand confession, no movement into romance, no kiss, no hand brushing mine while violins rose from the skirting board. Just a shift. Verity seeing not only what she could make, but what might answer back. Me seeing her see it.

I stood too quickly.

The suspender straps tugged, and the slip shifted against my thighs.

“Careful,” Verity said.

She did not follow when I went to the bathroom.

I locked the door this time, because privacy had become necessary. I stood before the mirror.

The bathroom light was less kind than the bedroom sun, but the effect remained. Cream slip. Soft chest. Stockings. My own face above it all, uncertain and bare. The hidden layer had made the outer self seem something strange and translucent. My hoodie and trousers, lying in Verity’s bedroom, no longer felt like my true clothes. They felt like something I would put over this to hide it.

That was dangerous. I stayed there long enough for Verity to knock once.

“You all right?”

“Yes.”

When I came back, she had folded my clothes on the chair. Not handed them to me. Not told me to change. Just made them neat, which was somehow worse because it gave me a choice without making a show of it.

“You can get dressed,” she said. “Or you can stay like that while we go through the backstory.”

“In lingerie?”

“Yes.”

I should have dressed. I did not. I sat back in the chair, carefully this time, knees together, hands in my lap. Verity noticed but did not praise me. That was also wise.

We spent the next hour building Elodie.

She worked in design administration, which was close enough to my actual experience to survive questions. She met Verity at a private event where both had been bored and hiding from a speech. She was from Exeter. She liked old hotels, early mornings, simple jewellery and black coffee with a little milk. That last part was me.

“She should dislike something,” I said.

“Why?”

“People who like everything are thin on the ground.”

Verity considered this. “Golf.”

“Elodie dislikes golf?”

“Everyone interesting dislikes golf.”

“She is becoming more plausible by the minute.”

“She also dislikes being asked when she plans to have children.”

“That may come up?”

“My family can turn any conversation into reproduction if given enough wine. Especially my mother.”

I sat with the slip against my thighs and realised I was helping create her. Not being forced. Not merely obeying. Helping. That frightened me in a quieter way.

At half past one, Verity stood and stretched.

“You should change. You’ve done enough.”

I looked down at myself. The idea of taking off the slip disappointed me. There it was, sharp and humiliating. I hoped Verity missed it. She did not.

Her voice softened, but she kept the words practical. “You can put it back on tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Dress.”

My stomach tightened.

“We’re doing the dress tomorrow?”

I looked towards the wardrobe mirror. In the reflection, the person in the cream slip looked back with wide eyes and bare face, unfinished and waiting.

Verity followed my gaze.

Then she said, “Then we can work on your face.”

Fear moved through me.

So did something else.

I knew what it was this time, though I still refused to say it aloud.

I wanted to see what happened.


Chapter 4: Elodie Appears

The dress came in a bag.

I don’t know what I expected. A box, perhaps. Something wrapped in tissue paper and tied with ribbon, like one of those expensive things Verity bought for herself when she claimed to be “investing in fashion”, which was rich-person language for buying a blouse and pretending it was just a little thing.

Instead, the dress arrived in a long black garment bag, hanging from the hook on Verity’s bedroom door like a final conquest of my already failing psyche.

I saw it the moment I walked in.

The room was full of late morning sun, which felt unhelpfully direct. No moody light. No weather to blame for the clarity of the moment. The world outside Verity’s window was dry and bright, with the courtyard jasmine catching the sun and a woman in the flat opposite watering basil in an old dressing gown.

“Stop staring at it,” Verity said from behind me.

“I’m assessing the threat.”

“It’s a dress, Elliot. Not a trap door.”

“You say that, but I notice it has been concealed in a bag.”

“To keep it clean.”

“Classic trap door behaviour.”

She gave me one of her looks, the kind that suggested I was amusing only because she had decided not to be annoyed yet. I had arrived in loose trousers and a grey jumper, as instructed. My body still felt changed from the previous two days, and walking across town had been an exercise in private awareness. Smooth legs under fabric. Skin too alive. The memory of stockings. The ghost of the slip touching my thighs. The weight of my breasts. Nothing visible to anyone else, but everything known to me. And a sense that I was actually looking forward to what was coming next. How had that changed so quickly?

Verity had coffee ready, but she did not offer me a croissant this time. Apparently, pastry was for early negotiation. I could tell she was impatient to get started.

On the bed lay the hidden layer again: cream lingerie, suspender belt, stockings, slip. Beside it sat a makeup case large enough to suggest my face was going to be an important project, several brushes laid out on a towel, a bottle of cleanser, cotton pads, and a smaller pouch I knew without asking contained the wig cap.

The wig itself was not visible.

I looked for it immediately, of course. Verity noticed and said nothing, which was one of her more efficient cruelties.

She closed the bedroom door behind us, then leaned against it with her arms folded. She was dressed simply today, black trousers and a white shirt, hair pulled back again. No jewellery except the gold necklace she wore most days. She had dressed down, I realised, so the focus would be on me.

I did not like realising things like this.

“Today,” she said, “we do the face.”

I sat on the edge of the bed because my knees suddenly felt a little weak. I realised my throat was dry and that we were heading deeper down the rabbit hole. Would I be able to escape?

“Must we say it like that?”

“How would you prefer?”

I couldn’t answer that.

She came over and sat beside me, not touching, close enough that I could smell her perfume. It had become part of the process now. Coffee, warm skin, that expensive scent, and the knowledge that Verity was about to move me from one state into another while pretending the steps were simple.

“Before we begin,” she said, “same rules. No calling yourself ridiculous. No jokes that make Elodie seem unreal. No pretending you hate something because you’re frightened of wanting it to work.”

I looked at the makeup brushes.

“I might look awful.”

“You might.”

I turned to her, startled.

She shrugged. “You wanted me to say no, of course not, you’ll be beautiful. That would be useless. We do the work, and then we see.”

“Your bedside manner is appalling.”

I changed into the lingerie without being told twice. That frightened me afterwards, but at the time the sequence had begun to settle into my brain as if it was perfectly natural. Clothes off. Underwear. Bra. Forms. Suspender belt. Stockings, carefully rolled and drawn up over smooth legs. Clips fastened with less swearing. Slip over everything, falling into place.

When I stood in front of the wardrobe mirror, the person in the cream slip was still alarming, but no longer shocking. Verity saw that too.

“You’re learning.”

“I wish you wouldn’t sound pleased about it.”

“I am pleased. You nearly put the first stocking on inside out yesterday. Today you seemed more natural.”

I sat at the dressing table she had prepared beside the window. Verity had moved a chair there, angled towards the light. The mirror was smaller than the wardrobe one, which helped until I realised it brought my face closer.

My bare face. That was the battlefield. I had been able to treat the lingerie as something fake. The smooth body as private. Even the name Elodie, so far, existed mostly in Verity’s mind and in the notebook. But the face was where things could suddenly transform.

Verity stood behind me and gathered my hair away from my forehead with a clip.

“This part will look worse before it looks better.”

She began with cleanser.

There is something undignified about having your face cleaned by someone who has known you through cheap beer, failed relationships, post-university unemployment and one summer where you thought linen shirts were the big thing. I tried to hold still while Verity wiped my skin with a cotton pad, her fingers firm under my chin.

“You’re tense.”

“I’m being professionally de-Ellioted.”

She ignored me, which was progress of a sort. She wiped my forehead, cheeks, nose, jaw, then did it again with another pad.

“I washed,” I said.

“You didn’t cleanse.”

Moisturiser followed. She warmed it between her fingers and pressed it into my skin with such care that it was difficult to breathe normally. Not because it was erotic in any obvious way. It was worse than that. It was attentive. I had forgotten what it felt like to be handled by someone who knew exactly what she was doing and had no interest in asking permission for every touch.

“Breathe,” she said.

“You always say that.”

“You often stop.”

I breathed.

The first real change came with colour correction around the faint beard shadow. She explained just enough to keep me from feeling like a passive object. Peach tones, thin layers, blend properly. I tried to follow, but mostly I watched my own face become less familiar by degrees.

Foundation came next.

Not thick. Not the obvious mask I had feared. Verity worked it over my skin with a brush, then a sponge, her focus absolute. The skin evened. Redness vanished. The faint tired shadows around my eyes softened. My face looked cleaner than clean. More available.

I stared.

“Don’t look so shocked,” she said.

“I thought foundation would look like foundation.”

“Bad foundation does. Good foundation looks like you slept, drank water and made better life choices. You’re going to be a wholesome-looking girl.”

I almost smiled, then stopped because smiling while someone is working near your mouth is apparently dangerous. She did my brows next, brushing them, trimming a few hairs to tidy things up, then filling them lightly. Not much. Enough to shape my face without making it harsh.

“Brows matter,” she said.

“I gathered from your face.”

“That almost sounded like a compliment.”

“It was meant as one.”

“Then say it properly.”

I looked at her reflection in the mirror. “Your brows are very well organised,” I said softly.

She paused, then laughed. A real laugh, quick and bright.

“God help Elodie if that is her flirting.”

“I thought we were avoiding flirting.”

“We are. For now.”

She moved to my eyes.

This was where I began to feel afraid again. Foundation could be called grooming if a person were desperate enough. Brows were technical. But eyes changed meaning. Eyes asked to be looked at.

Verity used muted shades. Nothing garish. A pale colour across the lid, then a brown at the crease, then something darker near the lashes. She worked slowly, her hand steady, her face close to mine. I watched her. Her concentration. The brush. The faint line between her brows. The way she bit her lower lip when blending.

“Stop watching me like that,” she said.

She curled my lashes, which I regarded as an act of trust beyond reason, then applied mascara. I flinched once. She held my chin and waited.

“Not moving would help,” she said.

“I’m trying.”

The mascara changed everything. My lashes darkened and lifted, and suddenly my eyes seemed larger, clearer, too honest. I looked younger, but not boyish. Softer, but not weak. The face in the mirror had begun to slip away from Elliot. It was transforming into Elodie.

I gripped the edge of the dressing table.

Verity saw.

“Too much?”

I should have said yes. I nearly did.

“No. Just... different.”

Blush warmed my cheeks. A little contour, though she said the word as if I might mock it if given too long. Powder set everything. She added a hint of colour to the lips but stopped before lipstick.

“Why stop?”

“Because the mouth will finish the face, and I want the rest done first.”

She stood back and let me look.

The mirror did not show Elodie yet. Not fully. My hair was still clipped back badly, my shoulders still those of a nervous man in a slip, but the face had shifted. Skin even. Eyes defined. Cheeks warm. Brows shaped. The mouth bare, waiting.

“You’re not laughing,” Verity said.

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because it isn’t funny.”

That seemed to matter. She looked at me for a moment, then nodded once and went to the garment bag. My chest tightened.

“Dress first.”

“Is there an order to everything?”

“Yes.”

She unzipped the bag. The dress was not what I expected. Again. I had imagined something too tight, too short, too obvious. Something designed to embarrass me. But Verity had chosen a dress so plausible that it frightened me more than any fantasy garment could have done. It was deep green, with long sleeves, a wrap shape and a soft waist tie. The fabric had weight, enough to hang properly, enough to move. Feminine without shouting. Elegant without needing permission.

“That’s not ridiculous,” I said.

“No.”

“You did that on purpose.”

“Of course.”

“I needed ridiculous.”

“I know.”

She lifted the dress from the hanger and held it for me. I stood. It felt strangely intimate because the lingerie was suddenly exposed again. Verity did not stare. She simply opened the dress and guided me into it.

Arms through sleeves. Fabric over shoulders. Wrap across the chest. Tie at the waist. She adjusted the neckline, the way the fabric sat over the bra and forms, the waist where it narrowed me, and the skirt where it fell around my knees. Her hands moved with quiet confidence, turning fabric into shape.

I looked down.

The dress made sense of the hidden layer.

That was the danger.

The bra, the forms, the stockings, the suspender belt, the slip, all of it had seemed like a secret. The dress gave the secret a public face. The curve of the chest looked natural beneath the green fabric. The waist tie drew me in. The skirt skimmed my legs. My body, which had felt like a collection of fakes, became one thing.

Verity stepped back.

“Well?”

I kept looking down because the mirror felt too final. “It fits.”

“That is the least interesting thing it does.”

I forced myself to look up. The person in the mirror wore a woman’s dress.

Not perfectly, not beyond question, not enough to fool the world with my hair still clipped back and the face incomplete. But the dress did not look like an accident. It looked chosen. My throat tightened.

“Verity.”

“I know.”

“You don’t know what I was going to say.”

“You were going to ask me to tell you this is silly.”

I closed my mouth.

She came behind me and untied the waist, then retied it more neatly.

“The dress is not there to embarrass you. It is there to help people see Elodie.”

“And if they look properly?”

“We make sure Elodie is the only thing worth seeing.”

She returned to the dressing table and picked up the lipstick.

“Now mouth.”

I sat again.

The green dress rustled softly around my thighs. My stockinged legs showed below the hem when I crossed my ankles, then uncrossed them because Verity had corrected that yesterday. Verity had chosen a rose shade, deeper than natural but not loud. She applied it with a brush, leaning in close, one hand steadying my jaw.

“Relax your mouth.”

“I am relaxed.”

Lipstick is absurdly intimate. I had not understood that. It is colour, yes, but it is also attention. Boundary. Shape. It defines the mouth. Verity painted slowly, lower lip first, then the upper, defining the bow, softening the corners. She blotted once with tissue, then added another layer.

The mouth in the mirror changed.

It was still mine. That was what unsettled me. Not a stranger’s mouth pasted onto my face, but my own mouth allowed to become pretty.

Verity stood back. “There.”

I stared.

The face was almost there now. The eyes, cheeks, mouth, skin, dress. But the top of my head ruined it. My own clipped-back hair dragged the whole image towards a man being prepared. The spell, if that was the word, had a crack in it.

I looked around the room for the wig.

Verity saw the movement. “Ready?” She went to the wardrobe and took down a box from the top shelf.

My stomach dipped. Not from dread alone. She set the box on the bed and opened it.

Inside lay hair.

Chestnut. Shoulder-length. Soft waves. Realistic enough that my mind refused at first to call it a wig. It was not shiny or false-looking. It had a side part, gentle movement and lighter strands near the front. Hair a woman might have if she had good shampoo and a life that included weekend bags.

Elodie’s hair.

Verity lifted the wig cap.

“This is the worst part.”

There is no way to look graceful in a wig cap. None. Anyone who tells you otherwise is selling something or has never seen herself mid-transition between person and possibility. Verity tucked my hair away and fitted the cap while I looked at the mirror and saw an egg in a green dress with excellent lipstick.

“I look like a startled aunt after a swimming lesson.”

Verity pressed her lips together.

Then she picked up the wig.

The room seemed to narrow.

Sunlight moved over the floor. Somewhere outside, the woman with the basil laughed at something on the phone. Ordinary life continued, very rudely, while Verity stood behind me holding the thing that would finish what she had begun.

She placed it carefully.

The weight settled.

Cool hair brushed my cheek.

She adjusted the front, smoothed the part, drew the waves forward, tucked a section behind one ear, then changed her mind and let it fall. Her fingers worked near my temples, at the nape of my neck, along the jaw. Every adjustment made the reflection less negotiable.

I did not breathe until she stepped away.

Then I looked.

Elodie appeared.

Not in pieces. Not as a man in a dress, not as Elliot with makeup, not as a joke Verity had pushed too far. Elodie looked back from the mirror with wide eyes, rose lips, green dress, chestnut hair soft against her face. She looked nervous, yes. Too nervous for a woman supposedly going to meet a lover’s family. But nerves suited her. They made her shy rather than false.

She was pretty.

Not striking. Not glamorous. Not one of Verity’s complicated people with cheekbones sharp enough to cut bread. Pretty in a way that made me ache. A little uncertain. A little unfinished. A woman who might apologise too much until someone taught her not to.

I could not make myself look away. Verity stood beside me in the mirror.

“What?” I asked.

My voice came out softer because the face seemed to require it.

Verity shook her head. “Nothing.”

“No. Say it.”

She looked at Elodie, then at me inside her. “There you are.”

The words hit so gently that I nearly broke under them. I gripped the edge of the dressing table.

“She’s...”

I could not say it.

Verity could.

“Pretty.”

My face flushed under the foundation.

The blush made Elodie look more alive.

“That isn’t fair,” I said.

“No.”

Verity’s gaze met mine in the mirror.

“Elliot, if she had looked ridiculous, you could have escaped her. I did not think she would.”

I turned slightly, and the hair moved against my cheek. A small movement, nothing, and yet it felt like proof that Elodie could move through the world, not just sit in Verity’s bedroom as an experiment.

“What happens now?” I asked.

“We practise walking in the dress. Then sitting. Then your voice. Then, if you can manage not to dissolve, we go downstairs and buy lunch.”

“Outside?”

“In the café below.”

I stared at her.

She lifted a hand.

“Not today if it’s too much.”

The exit was there again. Verity always left it visible. But Elodie was in the mirror now. And Elodie, damn her, looked as though she might want to be seen.

Verity reached for a small pair of earrings on the table and clipped them carefully into place. Simple gold drops. They changed the face again, made the hair seem more believable and the dress elegant.

Then she took my hand and pulled me gently to my feet.

The heels were low, thank God, but the shift still altered my posture. The dress moved around my legs. The hair touched my neck. Verity adjusted the waist tie one last time, then stepped back and looked at me not as if checking a disguise, but as if seeing whether I could bear my own reflection.

“Turn,” she said.

I turned.

The skirt moved.

Elodie moved. I faced her again.

Verity’s expression had softened in a way I had rarely seen. She came close and kissed me lightly on the cheek. The kiss was brief. Barely more than warmth and the brush of her lips against foundation. But it entered me as if the whole morning had been leading to that small mark of approval.

I stood still.

Verity drew back, eyes bright with amusement and something she did not name.

“There,” she said. “Now we begin.”


Chapter 5: Arrival At The Hotel

By Friday morning, Elodie had luggage.

That made everything worse.

Until then, she had existed mostly in Verity’s flat. In the bedroom mirror. In the notebook. In the green dress with the chestnut wig and the rose lipstick. She had been alarming, yes, but contained. A private disaster with good lighting. Apart from a nerve-wracking trip to the café below, things had been manageable.

The luggage changed that.

Luggage meant she was going somewhere. Luggage meant a trip out into the wider world and a lot of attention.

Verity had packed a small, wheeled case for her, because apparently my own bag was “too male”. Inside were three outfits, underwear, stockings, makeup, a washbag, a spare wig cap, flat shoes, heels, a nightdress, and something Verity described as an “emergency kit”, which turned out to be safety pins, tissues, plasters, mints, paracetamol and a small bottle of setting spray.

I arrived at her flat in loose clothes, already shaved, already moisturised, with my heart beating too quickly for half past eight in the morning. The day was clear and bright, one of those clean spring mornings that makes windows sparkle and everything seem fresh and exciting.

Verity opened the door and looked me over.

“You look as if you’re going to court.”

“I feel as if I’m going to the electric chair.”

“You’ll be okay once you have lipstick.”

She was dressed for travel in cream trousers, a navy blouse, and sunglasses pushed into her hair. Effortless, of course. As always. I had never understood how she made simplicity look expensive. If I wore cream trousers, I would spill tea on them before I’d even got out of the flat.

My transformation into Elodie took less time than before, which should have reassured me. It did not. Speed meant practice. Practice meant this was becoming less impossible.

Hair removal check first. Verity inspected my legs with the focus of a woman assessing a hotel room for dust.

“Good.”

“I’m glad my shins meet your standards.”

“They’re among your more adorable features.”

Then lingerie. Cream panties, bra, forms, suspender belt, stockings. The hidden layer no longer shocked me the way it had, but it still changed how I felt in my body. I felt the straps, the weight at my chest, the pull of the stockings, the way the fabric made my body aware of itself.

Dress next.

Not the green one. Verity had chosen a soft blue wrap dress for travel, with a light cardigan and low heels. Practical, she said. Pretty but not attention-seeking. The dress ended just below the knee and moved when I walked, which was both pleasant and terrifying.

Makeup came after. She worked more quickly now, correcting, smoothing, shaping. Foundation, eyes, blush, lips. The face appeared by degrees. Then the wig cap, which remained a crime against human dignity. Then the chestnut wig, brushed into soft waves around my face.

Elodie looked back.

I no longer gasped when I saw her. That frightened me too. Verity stood behind me in the mirror and placed a pair of small earrings at my ears.

“There. Elodie is ready for launch.”

“I make no promises.”

She turned me gently by the shoulders.

“Rules for today. Stay near me unless I say otherwise. Keep your voice soft. Smile when introduced, but do not grin. If you panic, tell me. If you need to stop, say you need air.”

“I remember.”

“And if someone calls you Elodie, you answer.”

My stomach tightened.

“Yes.”

“Elodie.”

“Yes,” I said, then corrected myself. “Yes, Verity.”

She smiled.

“Good girl.”

The car was waiting outside, which was typical of Verity. Not a taxi. Not her own car. A hired black car with a driver who opened the door for us and took the luggage without appearing to wonder why one woman looked as if she might faint onto the pavement.

“Morning, ladies,” he said.

Ladies.

Plural.

I climbed into the back seat with the stiffness of someone trying not to sit on her own dress. Verity got in beside me, graceful as always, and the driver closed the door. The city moved outside the window. For the first ten minutes, I barely breathed.

People passed on pavements. Cyclists. A man with a dog. A woman eating breakfast from a paper bag. A schoolchild dragging a PE kit behind him like a defeated animal. None of them knew. None of them cared. That should have been freeing, but instead it made me feel strangely lonely. My whole life had been turned inside out, and the world continued to argue about traffic.

Verity watched me without staring.

“You’re doing well.” She patted my leg.

“I’m sitting in a car.”

“You are managing beautifully.”

I looked down at my hands in my lap. My nails had been shaped and painted with a pale gloss. Almost invisible, unless you were me and had spent years with hands that looked neglected out of manly principle.

The first real public test came at the service station.

I had hoped we would drive straight to the hotel without stopping. This hope was foolish. Verity announced she needed coffee and that I needed to use the toilets before I “turned bladder anxiety into a full-blown catastrophe”.

The driver pulled in.

I looked out at the service station: cars, coaches, families, people in leggings, men in work boots, teenagers with headphones, a queue at the coffee place. Bright daylight everywhere. No atmosphere to hide in. No flattering room. No private mirror.

“I can stay in the car,” I said.

“Oh no, you won’t.”

“I can manage.”

“You need the toilet.”

“That has become less urgent.”

“Liar.”

Verity stepped out first, then leaned down and looked at me through the open door.

“Come on. Keep close. Do not rush. Rushing looks stupid when you’re in heels.”

I got out. The low heels touched tarmac. The dress moved in the light breeze. My cardigan slipped slightly on one shoulder, and I adjusted it with fingers that did not feel like mine. No one screamed. That was encouraging. No one pointed either. That was even better.

A man in a tracksuit held the door open as Verity approached. She passed through with a brief thank you, then glanced back because he was still holding it for me.

“Cheers,” I almost said.

At the last second, I remembered.

“Thank you,” I said, softer.

“No problem,” he replied, and looked past me towards the queue for coffee.

That was all.

My first door held open as Elodie, and the man did not even make eye contact long enough to become a memory.

Inside, the service station smelled of coffee, frying oil and floor cleaner. The sound hit me at once: children, machines, someone laughing too loudly near the sandwiches. Verity’s hand found the small of my back, not pushing, just guiding me.

“Toilets first,” she said. The sign with the little dress figure seemed absurdly powerful. I froze. Verity leaned close. “You belong where there. It’s okay. Go in, use a cubicle, wash your hands, come out. Do not make this a saga.”

“You have such a gift for warmth.”

“Warmth later. Toilet now.”

I went in.

The women’s toilets were busy, which nearly killed me. Two women at the mirrors, one touching up lipstick, another dealing with a child who had apparently declared war on hand dryers. A woman in a suit came out of a cubicle and passed me without interest. I kept my head level, went into the nearest cubicle, locked the door and stood there, shaking.

I had made it.

Then I remembered I actually had to use the toilet.

Women’s clothing makes everything more complicated. The dress, the stockings, the suspender belt, and the awareness of not dropping anything onto a questionable floor. I managed, though without grace. When I emerged, I washed my hands beside the woman in the suit. She glanced at me in the mirror, smiled vaguely, and returned to her phone.

I looked at myself.

Elodie looked pale but intact. The chestnut hair was still in place. The lipstick had survived. The dress suited her. She looked like a nervous woman on a journey, not a man discovered in the wrong room. I dried my hands. The hand dryer roared like an aircraft engine. The child screamed with joy. I almost laughed.

Outside, Verity waited near the coffee queue.

“Well?”

“I survived.”

“Proud of you.”

That should have sounded mocking. It didn’t. The barista called Verity forward. She ordered a flat white for herself, then turned to me. I had known this part was coming and still felt ambushed by it.

“Elodie?”

The barista looked at me.

A young woman with a nose ring and no interest in my personal crisis.

“Latte, please,” I said.

The voice worked. Soft, not high. A bit nervous, but nervous women order lattes every day. The barista tapped the screen.

“Medium?”

“Yes, please.”

“Anything else, madam?”

Madam. The word hit me so hard I nearly flinched. Verity’s gaze flicked to me. I swallowed. “No, thank you.”

The barista moved on.

I stood beside Verity while people queued behind us and coffee machines hissed, and tried to look like a woman waiting for a latte rather than a fake in low heels. Verity did not make a fuss. That helped. She simply collected the drinks, handed mine to me, and we walked back to the car.

Outside, the sun had warmed the tarmac. A breeze lifted the hem of my dress against my legs. I held the coffee carefully, aware of my hands, my nails, my wrist, the way the cardigan sleeve had slipped back.

The driver opened the door again.

“Thanks,” Verity said.

“Thank you,” I said, more easily this time.

When we were back on the road, Verity took out her phone.

“One public toilet. One barista. One madam. One held door. No casualties.”

“Are you keeping score?”

“Of course.”

“I hope there’s a category for mental breakdown.”

“You’re at a moderate level. Nothing alarming.”

I looked out of the window as the road opened into the countryside.

The city thinned. Houses gave way to fields, then hedgerows, then lanes running between banks of green. The light was sharp after the rain of the previous days, and everything looked recently washed. Lambs stood in a field with the blank entitlement of small creatures who did not have to think about gender presentation or Verity’s mother.

The hotel appeared just after one.

Rookmere Hall stood beyond a gravel drive, surrounded by lawns and old trees. It was not as grand as a stately home, but grand enough to make my stomach contract. Pale stone, tall windows, a central porch with columns, ivy on one wing and a terrace lined with pots. Several expensive cars stood near the entrance. People moved about as if they had arrived, expecting other people to know their names.

“Of course, your family chose this,” I said.

“My mother chose it. My father wanted a pub with rooms and a decent pie.”

“I like your father already.”

“You do. Everyone does.”

The car stopped at the entrance. I looked at the steps. People were there. Not many. A couple in linen suits. An older man with a dog. A woman in sunglasses talking into her phone. But enough. Enough to make the space between the car and the entrance feel longer than the M4.

Verity turned to me.

“Stay with me.”

There it was. The agreed phrase.

I nodded.

She squeezed my hand once, then opened her door.

The driver took our cases inside. I stepped out into sunlight, dress moving, wig secure, heels crunching lightly on gravel. Walking across gravel in women’s shoes should be part of military training. It requires balance, dignity and a willingness to accept that your ankles have become sentient.

Verity slowed, matching my pace.

“Good,” she murmured.

We reached the steps. A porter opened the door.

“Welcome to Rookmere Hall.”

“Thank you,” Verity said.

I smiled.

The lobby was cool after the sun, with polished floors, flowers on a central table and a staircase rising behind reception. Old portraits hung on the walls. The place smelled of beeswax and money. Somewhere nearby, someone laughed in a way that suggested champagne had been opened before lunch.

A receptionist looked up.

“Miss Shaw. Welcome.”

“Hello,” Verity said. “We’re here for the Shaw party.”

“Yes, of course. Your parents have already arrived.”

Of course they had. The receptionist’s eyes moved to me.

“And this is?” I felt the first true drop inside.

Verity put a hand lightly at my back. “This is Elodie. My girlfriend.”

There was a pause.

Not long.

Long enough to become part of me.

The receptionist smiled.

“Lovely. Welcome, Miss…”

I blanked.

Surname.

We had chosen one. We had practised. Elodie Hart. Simple. Plausible. Easy to spell.

“Hart,” I said.

“Elodie Hart.”

“Welcome, Miss Hart.”

My face warmed.

“Thank you.”

There. Done.

The first introduction.

I was alive.

Then a voice came from the lounge entrance.

“Verity, darling. There you are.”

Camilla Shaw was exactly as I remembered and worse because now I was meeting her as a woman who was pretending not to be a man while also pretending not to panic. She was tall, slim, and dressed in ivory with a silk scarf at her throat. Her hair was silver-blonde, cut perfectly. Her smile had excellent manners and no warmth at all.

Beside her stood Richard Shaw, Verity’s father, tanned, handsome and relaxed, already holding a glass of something. He looked delighted by everything in a vague way, as if life were a party happening slightly to the left of him.

“Mother,” Verity said.

Camilla kissed her on both cheeks, then looked at me. I had been seen by strangers at the service station. That was nothing. Camilla looked as if she had been bred to detect flaws in bloodlines, wallpaper and weekend guests.

“Elodie,” Verity said, and her hand remained at my back. “This is my mother, Camilla. And my father, Richard.”

I smiled.

“It’s lovely to meet you.”

Camilla took my hand.

Her fingers were cool.

“So this is the mysterious Elodie.”

The way she said it made the name sound like a document she intended to read later.

“Yes,” I said.

Only yes. Not sorry. Not yes, unfortunately. Not yes, but I understand this is surprising and I would also like to leave my body. Just yes. Richard stepped forward and kissed the air near my cheek. “Delighted. Absolutely delighted. Verity has been criminally secretive.”

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” I said, which was a lie but a safe one.

“All good, I hope.”

“Mostly from Verity.”

He laughed.

That helped. Camilla did not laugh. She studied me for another second, her gaze flicking over my dress, hair, makeup, shoes, and hand still near Verity’s. Not suspicious exactly. Measuring. I had the odd sensation of being priced.

“You’re very pretty,” she said.

That was not a compliment. Not entirely. It was a probe. I felt Verity still beside me. The new Elodie had been trained, however.

“Thank you,” I said. “That’s kind of you.”

Camilla’s eyes sharpened by a fraction.

“Well,” she said. “How charming.” From Camilla, charming sounded like a category she might later remove me from. Another woman entered the lobby before the silence could become expensive.

“God, you made it. I owe Tabitha twenty pounds.”

The speaker was younger than Verity by a few years, dark-haired, bright-eyed, wearing a rust-coloured jumpsuit and gold hoops. Tabitha Shaw, I assumed. Verity’s sister. She had the family bone structure but none of Camilla’s polish. Or perhaps she had polish and had decided it was boring.

“Tabitha,” Verity said.

“Elodie, I presume.”

My stomach tightened at the ease of it.

“Yes. Hello.”

Tabitha kissed Verity, then took both my hands and looked me over with open curiosity. “Oh, you’re interesting.”

“Tabitha,” Camilla said.

“What? I mean that warmly.”

“I’m not sure anyone has ever said that to me before,” I said.

Tabitha grinned.

“Then they lacked range.”

I liked her immediately and distrusted that liking because she clearly saw too much. She leaned closer, not enough for others to hear.

“Are you terrified?”

“Yes,” I said before I could stop myself.

Her grin softened.

“Good. That means you’re going to be fun.”

Verity heard, of course.

“Tabitha, don’t start.”

“I haven’t. I’m being welcoming.”

“You’re being Tabitha.”

Richard clapped his hands together as if this were all splendid.

“Drinks in the lounge. Your aunt has already complained about the curtains, so we’re well underway.”

The lounge was full of Shaws and Shaw-adjacent people. I met them in a blur. Aunt Margot, who wore emerald green and smelled faintly of gin before two o’clock. Uncle James, who had eyebrows that didn’t match his hair colour. Cousin Felicity, who asked what I did before she asked how I was. Someone’s husband called Miles. A woman named Prue who may have been a godmother or a family friend, though in Verity’s world those things seemed interchangeable. They all greeted Verity with affection, judgement or both, and then turned to me.

Elodie.

Verity’s girlfriend.

The words were repeated until they began to sound true.

Nobody stared long enough to expose me. Some were curious. Of course they were. I had appeared in Verity’s life without warning, already attached to a significant noun. Some looked at my face, some at my dress, one aunt at my shoes, perhaps assessing whether I had chosen wisely for gravel. But people see what they are told to see if the story is good enough and the person telling it has Verity’s confidence.

Verity sat beside me on a sofa near the window. Not too close at first. Then, as conversation moved around us, she took my hand. In front of everyone. Her fingers threaded through mine as if we had done this for months. My body went still.

She leaned close and said quietly, “Breathe.”

I did.

Aunt Margot noticed the joined hands and smiled over her glass.

“So, Elodie, how did you and Verity meet?”

The question we had rehearsed.

Private event. Boring speech. Both hiding near the service corridor.

“At an event in London,” I said. “There was a speech that lasted forever, and we both ended up near the same terrible coffee.”

Verity smiled.

Richard laughed again, delighted.

Camilla watched us over the rim of her glass. “And how long ago was this?”

“Six months,” Verity said smoothly.

“Seven,” I added, because we had agreed that Elodie would remember details Verity pretended not to. Verity looked at me. The smile in her eyes was real.

“Seven.”

That tiny exchange did more work than the entire backstory. I felt the room accept something. A private correction. A couple’s detail. The sort of small disagreement lovers have because the story belongs to both of them.

Tabitha saw it too. She lifted her glass in a little salute.

The afternoon blurred into check-in, tea, a walk through corridors, relatives appearing at corners, Verity’s hand at my waist, my voice answering questions without collapsing. I was not calm. Not for a second. But I was functioning. Elodie, apparently, could function under pressure provided Verity remained nearby and nobody asked about pensions.

At reception, the woman handed over two key cards.

“Room twelve. Top of the stairs, left corridor. Your luggage has been taken up.”

“Thank you,” Verity said.

The receptionist smiled at us both.

“It’s one of our larger rooms. Lovely view over the gardens.”

Verity’s smile did not change. I felt a warning stir. We went upstairs.

The corridor was quiet, carpet thick beneath my heels. My feet ached already. The wig felt secure but warm. The dress had begun to feel less like clothing and more like it was a natural part of me.

Verity opened room twelve. I stepped inside. The room was beautiful. Of course it was. Pale walls, tall windows, a view over sunlit lawns, a fireplace, a small sofa, flowers on the desk, our luggage placed neatly near the wardrobe.

And one bed. One large bed.

I stared at it.

Verity set down her handbag with suspicious calm.

“Elodie,” she said.

I turned to her.

“You didn’t correct the booking.”

“No.”

“Verity.”

Her mouth curved.

“My family think you’re my girlfriend. Separate beds would raise questions.”

I looked back at the bed, which seemed to have become the centre of the known universe.

“I am beginning to understand why people call you difficult.”

“Only people with limited imagination.”

The door clicked shut behind us. Outside, sunlight lay across the gardens. Downstairs, her family waited with drinks, questions and expectations. Inside, there was one bed, one weekend, and Elodie standing in the middle of the room with Verity watching her as if the lie had only just begun.


Chapter 6: The Girlfriend Role

The first problem with being Verity Shaw’s girlfriend was that everyone expected me to know how.

Not in the obvious ways. Nobody handed me a written test or asked me to identify favourite restaurants, old holidays, embarrassing habits, childhood pets or whether Verity slept on the left or right side of the bed. Those things would have been easier. Facts could be rehearsed. We had rehearsed facts.

Elodie Hart worked in design administration. She was from Exeter. She had met Verity at a private event in London. They had bonded over terrible coffee and a mutual desire to escape a speech about brand heritage.

The problem was not the facts.

The problem was the spaces between them.

Where I stood when Verity spoke to someone else. Whether I touched her arm when I laughed. How close I sat beside her without looking attached by sheer terror. Whether I called her Verity or Vee, which Tabitha did once and I immediately decided I could not survive. How long I held her gaze when someone asked a question that belonged to both of us.

Girlfriend was a strange dance with unique choreography, and nobody had taught me the steps.

After the shock of the room and its one large bed, Verity gave me ten minutes to panic. She did not call it panic. She called it “adjustment time”, which was Verity language for standing near a window while I stared at the bed as if it had personally arranged the weekend.

“It is just a bed,” she said, hanging her jacket in the wardrobe.

“It is not just a bed.”

She glanced over her shoulder, amused but not careless. “We can ask for a twin room if you want, but my mother will know within eight minutes, and then she will spend dinner trying to work out whether we’ve had a row, whether I’ve lied, or whether you are too shy to share a bed with me. I promise you, the bed is less trouble than my mother’s curiosity.”

I looked at it again.

The bed looked comfortable, which felt like manipulation.

“I’m not sleeping naked,” I said.

“I wasn’t going to insist.”

“Good.”

“Though you saying that aloud has given me the thought.”

“Verity.”

She smiled and came to stand in front of me. The room was warm from the afternoon sun, and the light made her eyes look clearer than usual. She reached out, adjusted a strand of the chestnut wig near my cheek and lowered her voice.

“You are doing well.”

I wanted to reject the praise because that had always been easier than receiving it, but Elodie had been trained not to spit compliments back onto the carpet. “Thank you,” I said.

Verity’s thumb paused near my jaw.

“That was almost graceful.”

She moved away before the moment could become too large.

We changed for dinner at half past six.

Changed is a simple word for something that took nearly an hour and involved Verity correcting my hem, my lipstick, my posture, my earrings, and once, unforgivably, my breathing. She chose a black dress for the evening. Not the green one from the first reveal, and not the blue travel dress. This one had a simple neckline, a narrow waist and sleeves that made me feel less exposed. The skirt fell just below the knee. Elegant, she said. Safe, she said. By which she meant that if I froze in front of her family, at least I would do so in a nice frock.

The hidden layer returned beneath it: black lingerie, stockings, slip. The ritual of dressing was becoming familiar enough to be dangerous. There was still fear in it, but now there was memory too. The way the bra settled. The tug of the suspenders. The careful roll of stockings over shaved legs. The wig last, always last, transforming me into the person.

When Verity finished my lipstick, she stepped back.

“There. Dinner, Elodie.”

I looked in the mirror.

Dinner Elodie looked less frightened than Travel Elodie. That was partly makeup, partly the black dress, and partly the fact that nothing catastrophic had happened yet. She looked like a woman who might be quiet at dinner, who would listen rather than talk. She looked like someone Verity might plausibly choose if Verity had developed a taste for gentle women with nervous eyes.

“She looks expensive,” I said.

Verity laughed, then handed me a small clutch bag. “She looks sophisticated.”

“That’s something I’ve never been,” I whispered, then looked down at the bag. “What’s in this?”

“Lipstick, tissues, room key, mints, and emergency underwear.”

Downstairs, the lounge had changed since the afternoon. Lamps had been lit. The sun had dipped behind the trees, leaving the windows dark enough to reflect the room. People had dressed for dinner. The Shaw family in evening mode was both more relaxed and more frightening to me. Drinks made them warmer, but warmth, in that family, had edges.

Richard spotted us first and lifted his glass.

“There they are. My elusive daughter and the woman who has finally made her punctual.”

“I have always been punctual,” Verity said.

Camilla, seated in a high-backed chair with a glass of white wine, looked over. “You have always arrived exactly when you wish to arrive. It is not the same thing.”

Verity guided me towards the group with her hand at my back.

There it was again. That small pressure. Not pushing, placing me at the scene like a rare trinket. The first time she had done it, I had felt managed. Now, walking through a lounge in heels with six people looking up, I felt grateful.

Tabitha was on a sofa with a man I vaguely remembered as Cousin Miles. She had changed into a rust silk blouse and looked as if she were waiting for the evening to become interesting. “Elodie,” she said, patting the space beside her. “Come and sit before Mother asks you too many personal questions about what you and Vee get up to between the sheets.”

Camilla’s smile tightened. “Tabitha, don’t be vulgar.”

“I’m not.”

Verity sat beside me, close enough that our knees touched. I was aware of the dress, the stockings, the wig, the shape of my body beside hers. She crossed her legs. I did the same, more carefully. Tabitha noticed. She noticed everything.

“Drink?” Richard asked me. “Champagne? Wine? Something stronger before the speeches begin?”

“White wine, please,” I said. My voice worked. It had been working all day, but each new room made me expect it to fail.

Richard handed me a glass and kissed the air near Verity’s cheek. “You look lovely together.”

That was a dangerous sentence. Camilla heard it too. “They do, don’t they?” Her eyes moved between us. She was not hostile, exactly. I would have preferred hostile. Hostility gives you a wall to stand behind. Camilla’s interest was worse because it had patience. She was intending to find out what was going on.

Verity’s fingers folded around mine, and my whole body seemed to understand the role before my mind could catch up. Girlfriend. Not assistant. Not an accomplice. Not a man in disguise. Girlfriend. I smiled because everyone was looking.

Then, strangely, I smiled because Verity’s thumb moved once over my knuckle.

Conversation opened around us. Richard talked about the hotel, which he liked for its decent whisky and view of the gardens. Camilla discussed the guest list with a woman called Prue, who appeared to have known Verity since childhood and therefore felt entitled to say things like “you were always such a wilful little thing” with the air of someone offering affection rather than a court record. Tabitha asked me about design administration and accepted my answers with wicked attention.

“So what do you actually do?” she asked, leaning in.

“Elodie stops people with overgrown opinions from making expensive mistakes,” Verity said before I could answer.

Tabitha looked delighted. “That sounds like Verity’s ideal woman.”

I felt my face warm.

“I mostly organise things,” I said. “Schedules, suppliers, documents, proofs. It sounds dull, but I like it.”

That was not entirely a lie. In fact, it was perhaps less a lie than anything else I had said all weekend. Verity looked at me.

Tabitha said. “Interesting.”

I suddenly thought she knew too much. I was increasingly sure of it. Not everything, perhaps. Not the full absurd truth that Elliot had walked into Verity’s flat and Elodie had walked out. But Tabitha could see the join somewhere. She was polite enough not to press it and sharp enough to enjoy knowing it was there.

Dinner was in a private room overlooking the dark gardens.

A long table had been set with candles, flowers and enough cutlery to suggest negotiations with several courses. Place cards directed us. Verity had been seated beside me, which was a relief so great I nearly forgave her for the bed. Camilla sat at the far end with Richard. Tabitha was across from us. Oliver had not yet appeared, though his empty chair was three seats down from Verity, waiting like a bad smell with a name card.

“Where is Oliver?” Aunt Margot asked as we sat.

“Late,” Camilla said. “He was delayed.”

“By a mirror, probably,” Tabitha muttered.

Verity’s mouth barely moved. I tried not to smile because Elodie did not yet know whether she was allowed to enjoy family insults. Verity’s hand found my knee under the table for one second. It may have been a warning. It may have been solidarity. It may have been both.

The first course was something small involving beetroot, goat’s cheese and a smear of sauce that didn’t come out of a bottle. I concentrated on the cutlery. This was not difficult because Verity had drilled me before coming down.

“Outside in,” she had said.

“I know that.”

“Knowing is not the same while my mother watches.”

She had been right.

Camilla watched everything.

The questions began before the main course.

Prue asked how long we had been together. Richard asked whether I had siblings. Aunt Margot asked what I thought of the hotel, which was safe. Cousin Miles asked whether I supported any football team, then looked relieved when I said no because apparently that meant he did not have to continue. Tabitha asked what I loved most about Verity.

The whole table heard.

Verity’s fork paused.

I looked at Tabitha.

She smiled as if butter would not melt in her clever little mouth.

“That’s a private question,” Camilla said.

“No, it’s a good one,” Richard said. “I’d like to know too.”

Of course, he would. Richard had the relaxed cruelty of charming men who think emotional moments are more fun if sprung on others. I had rehearsed questions about where we met and what I did. We had not rehearsed love. Verity’s hand was in her lap, close to mine but not touching. For once, she did not rescue me. That made sense. A girlfriend should be able to answer.

I took a breath.

“What I love about Verity,” I said, and felt the danger of the word love as soon as it left my mouth, “is that she sees more than people expect her to. People assume she’s only confident or stylish or difficult.”

“She is difficult,” Tabitha said.

“Thank you,” Verity said dryly.

“But she notices what people need before they know how to ask. She’s not always gentle about it.”

A few people laughed at that. Verity’s eyes stayed on me.

“But she sees you. Sometimes that is terrifying. Sometimes it is exactly what you needed.”

The table quietened. I had gone too far. Or I had told the truth and discovered that the truth was worse because it now sat there between us. Verity did not move for a moment. Then she reached under the table and took my hand.

Camilla saw.

So did Tabitha.

Richard gave a soft, pleased sound and lifted his glass. “Well, that’s rather lovely. I wish I knew what it meant.”

I looked down at my plate. The beetroot suddenly seemed more manageable than eye contact. Verity leaned closer. Her voice was low enough for me alone.

“Good answer.”

Oliver arrived halfway through the main course.

I knew it was him before anyone said his name. Some people enter a room as if arriving is theatrical performance. Oliver Baines was that kind of man. Tall, broad, expensive suit, sun-browned face, hair arranged with effort disguised as carelessness. He apologised to Camilla with charm and a kiss, to Richard with a joke, to the table with a glass raised, and to nobody in particular for being the centre of attention because he clearly did not consider that a fault.

Then he saw Verity. His smile changed.

“Verity,” he said. “You look indecently well.”

“And you look as overgroomed as usual,” she replied. The table laughed. Oliver laughed too, though his eyes stayed on her. Then his gaze moved to me. I felt the assessment. Not Camilla’s cool measure. Not Tabitha’s curiosity. Oliver looked with ownership already half-imagined. It was quick, covered by manners, but I felt it.

“And this must be Elodie,” he said.

“Yes,” Verity replied. “My girlfriend.” The word girlfriend had been said several times that day. At reception, in the lounge, around the family. But Verity said it differently to Oliver. More clearly. Like a door closing.

Oliver smiled. “Lucky Verity.”

I was meant to smile politely. I did. “Nice to meet you.”

His eyes lingered on my mouth for one second too long. “Likewise.”

Verity’s fingers tightened briefly around mine beneath the table.

Dinner continued, though the atmosphere had changed. Oliver brought energy with him, and not the good sort. He told stories well. He made Richard laugh. Camilla seemed pleased by him, which told me everything necessary about Camilla’s judgment in men. He asked Verity questions across the table, too familiar, too public. Verity answered with ease and a blade hidden under each sentence.

He asked me very little at first. Then dessert arrived, and with it, wine enough to loosen the room. “So, Elodie,” he said, leaning back, “what is it like keeping up with Verity Shaw?”

I felt the table turn towards me again.

I placed my spoon down. “I don’t try to keep up with her,” I said. “That would be exhausting.”

Oliver grinned. “Sensible.”

“I walk beside her when she lets me, and ignore her when she becomes impossible.”

Tabitha laughed first.

Then Richard.

Then, to my surprise, Verity. A real laugh, brief and delighted. Oliver smiled, but it had lost something.

“Good luck ignoring Verity.”

“I’ve had practice,” I said.

Verity looked at me with open pleasure, and the room accepted the joke because it sounded like there was normal history between us. Shared things. Private knowledge. The lie thickened, becoming warmer, becoming less obedient to its original shape we had practiced so long on.

By coffee, I was tired in a way I had never been tired before. Not physically, though the heels had begun to squeeze. Not even emotionally, though Camilla’s eyes could have powered a small interrogation unit. It was the exhaustion of being watched continuously. Every movement mattered. Every answer had to fit. Every touch from Verity carried two meanings: performance and something more difficult.

In the lounge after dinner, Richard gave a short, tipsy speech about gratitude, age and the apparently priceless privilege of being surrounded by people who still tolerated him. It was funny. He was funny.

Verity stood beside me during the speech, her hand resting naturally at my waist. That was the disturbing part. It had become natural so quickly that when she removed it to clap, I missed the warmth.

Camilla came to me afterwards while Verity was speaking to her father. “Elodie,” she said.

I turned. “Yes?”

She had a glass in one hand and the expression of a woman about to say something pleasant enough to be cruel. “You are not what I expected.”

I smiled. “I’m not sure what Verity told you.”

“Almost nothing. That is Verity’s preferred method of control.”

“She likes to choose what people know.”

“And you don’t mind?”

I could feel the trap.

“I think Verity chooses what to reveal because people often take too much if she doesn’t.”

Camilla watched me carefully. “That is a generous interpretation.”

“It may also be true.”

Something shifted in her expression. “You are fond of her.”

“Yes,” I said.

That answer required no acting. Camilla looked towards her daughter, who was laughing at something Richard had said and pretending not to watch us.

“Try not to let her manage everything,” she said.

The advice was so unexpected I nearly lost my voice. “I’ll try.”

“Good. And she gets bored when people surrender too easily.”

Then Camilla walked away, leaving me with the horrifying possibility that Verity’s mother had given me useful guidance.

Later, in the hotel room, I took off my shoes and made a sound that belonged to a much older woman. Verity closed the door behind us and leaned against it, laughing quietly.

“That noise was every woman who has worn heels since the beginning of civilisation.”

I sat on the edge of the bed, then remembered the dress and adjusted my skirt. Verity noticed. She had been noticing all evening. “You did well.”

“You keep saying that as if I have passed a series of invisible exams.”

“You have.”

“Your family are exhausting.”

She came over and knelt in front of me, which startled me into silence. Without making a point of it, she gently massaged one foot.

“There,” she said. “Better?”

“Yes.”

The word came out too quietly. She looked up. For a second, neither of us had the protection of the room downstairs. No audience. No mother. No Oliver. No family. Just Verity kneeling before me while I sat in a black dress, aching with the effort of being her girlfriend. Then she stood briskly, as if she had also felt the danger and refused to feed it.

“Makeup off.”

In the bathroom, she tied my hair back with a band to keep the wig away from my face. The sight of Elodie with her hair held back, her dress still on, her makeup softened by the evening, felt intimate in a way I was not prepared for.

Verity put cleanser on a pad.

“I thought you’d make me take everything off at once,” I said.

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“You can keep the dress on. One thing at a time.”

She wiped away my lipstick first.

The rose disappeared onto cotton.

Then foundation, eye makeup, blush. My face returned by degrees, but not entirely to Elliot. That was the strange thing. Even as the makeup came off, Elodie did not vanish completely. The dress remained. The hair remained. The shaped brows, the smooth skin, the posture still held from the evening.

Verity noticed me watching the mirror.

“What is it?”

“I thought she’d disappear.”

Verity’s hand slowed.

“She?”

I looked at her reflection.

“Elodie.”

The name came from my mouth more easily now. Verity rinsed the cloth and folded it over the side of the basin.

“Maybe she doesn’t only live in the makeup.”

I did not answer.

She did not push.

When the dress came off, I felt exposed in another way. Not male. Not female. Between layers again. Verity turned away while I changed into the nightdress she had packed. It was soft grey silk, simple, falling to mid-thigh. Sensible, she had called it. Sensible was doing a lot of work lately.

I put it on, then removed the wig.

That was the hardest part. Without it, my own hair returned, flattened and wrong above the nightdress. My face was clean, my body still held beneath lingerie because Verity said sleeping in the bra tonight would help me get used to the shape. I looked unfinished again, but less ridiculous than I expected.

Verity changed in the bathroom.

When she came out, she wore a black camisole and loose trousers, hair down. No makeup now, or almost none. She looked younger. Not softer exactly. Verity without armour was still Verity, but nearer.

The bed waited. I stood beside it like an idiot.

She pulled back the covers on the left side.

“I sleep here.”

“Of course you have a side.”

“Civilised people have sides.”

We got into bed.

It was large enough that we did not have to touch. This was a relief until it became a longing inside me that I almost couldn’t resist. The room was dark except for a line of light under the curtains from the terrace lamps outside. I lay on my back, aware of the nightdress, the lingerie beneath, the smoothness of my legs under the sheet, Verity breathing beside me.

After a while, she spoke.

“You were good tonight.”

“You’ve said.”

“I mean it differently now.”

I turned my head. In the dark, I could only see the shape of her profile.

“You didn’t hide behind me all evening,” she said. “You answered. Some of it was lies. Some of it wasn’t.”

“Tabitha knows something.”

“Tabitha always knows something. She’s worse than me.”

“Your mother scares me.”

“She scares most people. Including herself, I suspect.”

I smiled in the dark.

Verity shifted slightly. Her hand found mine beneath the sheet. Not for show now. No family watching. No Oliver to deter. Just her fingers, warm around mine.

“Did I make a fool of you?” she asked.

The question surprised me. “No.”

“You would tell me?” She was quiet for a moment. “I thought I could control the whole thing,” she said. “The look, the story, my family’s reaction. I didn’t expect you to become real so quickly.”

My chest tightened.

“I’m not sure I am real.”

“No,” she said. “I’m not sure either.”

That should have comforted me. Instead, it made me want to move closer. I did not. Cowardice or wisdom. It is not always easy to tell in the dark.

Eventually, Verity’s breathing settled. Slow, even, close. I lay awake beside her, looking at the ceiling I could barely see, listening to the hotel quieten around us. Somewhere below, a door closed. Outside, the night stayed warm. No rain. No convenient storm. Just darkness and the scent of her shampoo on the pillow.

I thought of my old clothes.

I thought of Elliot, who had come here because Verity told him to and then found himself answering questions in a black dress, holding her hand beneath a dinner table, telling her family she made him feel seen.

I thought of Elodie in the mirror, in the lounge, at dinner.

I should have wanted to change back. That was the reasonable thing. A man doing an outrageous favour for his best friend should reach the end of the first day desperate to remove the evidence.

Instead, lying beside Verity in a nightdress, listening to her breathe, I realised I was afraid of morning for a different reason.

I did not want Elodie to be over yet.


Chapter 7: The Garden Party

I woke before Verity.

If one of us deserved a poor night’s sleep after the previous evening, it was the woman who had persuaded her best friend to become her girlfriend for a family weekend, not the best friend who had actually done it. But Verity lay on her side, facing away from me, one arm bent under the pillow, hair spread over the white cotton, breathing with a calm that made me suspect she had been born with a natural gift for guiltless sleep.

The room was bright. Sun pressed around the edges of the curtains and made a pale square on the carpet. Somewhere beyond the window, a gardener was moving a machine across the lawn. The sound was low and steady, ordinary enough to make the whole thing seem absurd.

I was in bed beside Verity Shaw. In a nightdress. With smooth legs beneath the sheet and faint marks on my shoulders from bra straps.

The thought should have sent me into a panic. Instead, I lay very still and tried to work out whether I felt like Elliot waking up in costume, or Elodie waking up before the day had decided what to do with her. That was the trouble. The line was no longer where I had left it.

The first day had been about survival. The car. The service station. The hotel lobby. Camilla’s eyes. Dinner. The word girlfriend passed from Verity’s mouth into the public air and there was no going back. I had done each thing because the next thing was already waiting, and because Verity’s hand kept finding the small of my back at the worst possible moments.

But morning was different. Morning gave a person room to choose what or who they were going to be. I turned my head and looked at the chair where my wig sat on its stand.

Without it, Elodie should have been gone. She was not.

She was less visible, yes. Reduced to the nightdress, the shaped nails, the smoothness under the sheet, the way my body remembered not to sprawl. But she was not gone. She had survived the makeup coming off. She had survived sleep. She was there in the room before Verity woke, before anyone called her name.

Verity stirred.

I looked away too quickly, which was pointless since she had her back to me.

“You sleep like someone with no conscience,” I said.

“Guilt is for weak people.”

Verity sat up, hair falling around her face, and glanced at the wig on its stand. Then at me. Her expression changed in that small way I was beginning to know. She saw something before I did, then decided how much to tell me about it.

“Today is more difficult,” she said.

“Worse than your mother?”

“My mother is a constant pain in the backside. Today we have guests. Lots of them.”

“The garden party.”

“Birthday lunch. Drinks on the lawn, speeches avoided until later if we are lucky, people I have known since childhood pretending not to remember things I did at seventeen.”

“That sounds healthy.”

“I’d rather not be here at all.”

She got out of bed and crossed to the curtains. When she pulled them open, sunlight flooded the room. The lawns below were being prepared for the afternoon. White tables. Linen. A bar under a striped canopy. Staff carrying trays. Flowers in pots around the terrace. The hotel had become a stage for people with too much money and too few brains.

I sat up slowly.

“Do I have to be more Elodie today?”

Verity turned from the window. “Yes.”

The answer was gentle, which somehow made things worse. I sensed that sooner or later our luck was going to run out. Something was going to happen and there would be a great reveal.  She came back to the bed and sat near my feet. Not too close. Close enough.

“Yesterday, people were surprised. Today, they will be curious. They had dinner to adjust, and now they’ll want details. They’ll watch how we are together. They’ll ask you more because you didn’t give too much away last night. Me, they know.”

I gave her a look.

“So what does more Elodie mean?” I asked.

“Better dress. Better face. Hair styled properly. More confidence, or at least the appearance of it. You do not have to become loud. Elodie is allowed to be shy. But she cannot look as if she expects to be found out every time someone says her name.”

I looked at the sunlight on the carpet. “I am expecting that. Someone’s going to twig at some point.”

“I know.”

Breakfast was sent up. This was apparently Verity’s solution to me facing her family before being remade, and I loved her for it. We ate at the small table by the window. Coffee, toast, fruit, scrambled eggs, and a little dish of marmalade that looked too expensive to spread. Verity read a message from Tabitha and rolled her eyes.

“What?”

“Tabitha says Oliver spent half of last night asking why you were so quiet.”

My stomach dipped.

“What did she say?”

“That quiet women are often plotting, and he should make peace with his lost love and move on.”

“I like Tabitha.”

“She has her moments.”

“Does Oliver know?”

Verity looked up from the phone.

“Know what?”

“That I’m not...”

I did not finish. I had grown tired of failing to finish that sentence. “No,” she said. “I think Oliver sees you as something else.”

“What does that mean?”

“It may make him unpleasant.”

“He is already unpleasant.”

Verity set the phone down and reached for her coffee. “Do not be alone with him.” That was the first time she had said it plainly. I looked at her. My heart was suddenly beating hard at the thought of Oliver trying his luck with him.  “I mean it,” she said. “If he corners you, leave. If he says something that makes you uncomfortable, find me or Tabitha. If he touches you, make a scene.”

“Oh.”

The sunlight made the room feel too exposed. I thought of Oliver’s gaze at dinner, the way he had looked at my mouth when he spoke, the way his charm seemed to sit on top of something spoiled and well-practised. It was the sort of thing that came naturally to Alpha males who thought they were God’s gift.

“Do you think he’s dangerous?”

Verity took a moment before answering. That made the answer worse. “I think he believes his wants are more important than other people’s discomfort. That is dangerous enough.”

There was no joke after that.

We began dressing at ten.

The hidden layer came first, as always now. I had started to understand why Verity insisted on this order. If we began with everything at once, Elodie would feel like something placed over me. Beginning beneath made her feel built. Underwear, bra, forms, suspender belt, stockings, slip. Each layer took Elliot further from the surface and gave Elodie somewhere to thrive.

Today’s lingerie was pale pink. I stared at it when Verity unfolded the tissue paper.

“It’s pink.”

“Astute.”

“I thought Elodie was subtle.”

“Pale pink can be subtle.”

“Not on me.”

“Especially on you.”

I looked at her, but she had already moved to the wardrobe.

The pink, once on, was not as disastrous as I had expected. That was becoming a theme. I kept bracing for ridiculous and found it wasn’t too bad. The bra gave the same modest shape, the satin panties sat smooth under the slip, the stockings were sheer and lightly glossy. The suspender belt made me aware of my waist in a way that still felt like a secret being held by elastic.

Verity said nothing while I dressed, except to correct a twisted strap and tell me not to pull the stocking seam too hard.

The dress came from the wardrobe in a soft floral print, cream with small blue flowers. Not girlish, not old-fashioned, but clearly suited to a sunny garden lunch. Short sleeves, fitted at the waist, falling below the knee. Verity paired it with a pale cardigan and low heels.

I looked at it with suspicion. “That looks like something someone’s mother would approve of.”

“My mother will approve of the cut and disapprove of the woman wearing it on principle.”

She helped me into it and tied the waist.

The dress altered me differently from the black dinner dress. That had felt like armour. This felt like exposure under sunlight. Softer. More public. A woman in a garden dress is expected to be seen in daylight, not hiding in a corner behind her wine glass.

Verity adjusted the fall of the skirt, then stepped back.

“Good.” Her mouth curved.

Makeup took longer than the day before.

Verity said daylight was less forgiving, and therefore the face had to be better rather than heavier. Foundation blended carefully. Beard shadow corrected with patience. Powder kept light. Brows shaped. Eyes warmer today, she said, to suit the dress. Mascara, blush, lipstick in a brighter rose than before.

When she finished the mouth, I stared at myself.

“Too much?”

“No,” she said. “Enough.”

The wig was last.

She brushed it before putting it on me, drawing the chestnut waves through her fingers with more care than she admitted. Then the cap, that brief loss of all human elegance, then the wig settled into place. Today she styled one side back with a small clip, leaving the rest to fall around my shoulders.

Verity stood beside me in the mirror.

“Elodie for the garden.”

“She looks nervous.”

“She always looks nervous.”

“People will notice her.”

“They will.”

“That was not the answer I wanted.”

“It’s too late to be a shrinking violet, darling.”

I turned slightly, watching the skirt move around my legs. The woman in the mirror moved with me. That had stopped feeling like trickery and started feeling like something solid and real and just a little bit decadent.

Verity placed a sunhat in my hands.

“I draw the line at hats.”

“A girl needs a good sunhat. It’s expected.”

I wore the hat.

The garden party was already in motion when we went downstairs. French doors opened from the lounge onto the terrace. Beyond them, the lawn stretched towards a line of trees, with tables arranged under white umbrellas and a bar near the flowerbeds. The sky was clear. The grass looked too bright. People stood in clusters, holding glasses, laughing, leaning in to exchange remarks. Everyone seemed to know how to occupy outdoor space with money.

Verity paused just inside the doors.

“Ready?”

“No.”

“Tough.”

She took my hand and led me into the sun. The first thing I felt was heat on my face. The second was the breeze moving under my skirt. The third was that at least twelve people turned to look.

Not all at once. Guests registering Verity, then registering me beside her. Elodie Hart, the quiet girlfriend who had appeared at dinner and now returned in daylight, wearing flowers, a hat, lipstick and a level of inner panic that should have been visible from the car park.

Verity’s hand tightened around mine.

Then le shet go. I understood why. A girlfriend could cling all morning and look frightened. Elodie had to stand beside her, not behind her. Richard saw us from near the bar and waved as if we had returned from a voyage.

“My girls,” he called.

My girls.

Camilla, standing nearby in a linen dress the colour of stone, gave him a look. I suspected Richard was allowed many things because he was charming, and forgiven too many because he seemed unlikely to change.

“You look lovely, Elodie,” he said when we reached him. “Doesn’t she, Camilla?”

Camilla assessed me. The hat. The dress. The face. The hand that was no longer holding Verity’s.

“Very pretty,” she said. “Verity chose the dress.”

It was not a question.

“She did,” I said.

Camilla’s mouth moved slightly. “Of course.” I could have let that sit as a small victory for her. Instead, perhaps because sunlight makes cowards careless, I added, “But I chose the lipstick.” Verity turned her head.

Camilla’s eyebrows lifted. “Did you?”

“Yes. Verity thought the softer shade was safer.”

Camilla looked from me to her daughter, and for one second, I saw something close to pleasure. Not warmth, exactly. More like a surprise that she was enjoying.

Tabitha appeared at my side with two glasses of something pale and cold. “Drink this before Mother adopts you as her next project.”

“Is that possible?”

“She’s assessing whether you are good enough for her daughter and it’s not a pleasant thing to witness.”

I took the glass. “Thank you.”

Tabitha looked me over with open approval.

“Nice hat.”

“I objected.”

“Of course you did. It’s difficult to resist the power of Verity.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Oliver is here.”

My body tightened.

“Where?”

“Near the magnolia, pretending to talk to one of my cousins.”

I looked without meaning to.

Oliver stood across the lawn with two older men and a woman in a blue suit. He wore pale trousers, a navy jacket and sunglasses. He looked expensive in the way men look expensive when they have way too much money. As if sensing my gaze, he turned. He smiled. It was not a broad smile. Not obvious. Just enough to say he had found me. It was kind of sly.

I looked away. Tabitha noticed. “Careful with him.”

“Verity said the same.”

“Oliver loves fresh meat.”

Before I could say anything, Richard called everyone towards the lawn for drinks and the first informal toast. The party gathered beneath the umbrellas. A waiter moved through with trays. I stood beside Verity while Richard made a short speech about how turning sixty was a ridiculous thing to happen to anyone of his temperament. He told some of the same jokes he had the night before and everyone laughed politely.

Verity watched him with an expression I could not read. Her hand brushed mine but did not take it. Public, but restrained. Camilla noticed anyway.

After the toast, the party loosened. People moved between tables. I was introduced to more family friends. Names slipped past me: Caroline, Hugh, Marina, Peter, another James, a woman who kissed my cheek and left a cloud of rather strong perfume. I answered questions. Design administration, yes. Exeter originally. London now. No, I had not known Verity long. Yes, the hotel was beautiful. Yes, Richard was charming. Yes, Camilla had excellent taste.

That last one earned me a sharp glance from Verity and a small nod from Camilla, which felt like receiving a medal from an enemy nation. The more people accepted me, the more surreal it became.

Nobody leaned in and whispered, we know.

A few looked at me with curiosity, but it was ordinary curiosity. Who is this woman? How serious is she with Verity? Does she come from anyone? Is the dress new? Is she too quiet because she is shy, or because she is judging us? The questions of people who believed the broad facts.

Elodie existed naturally in this space and I was grateful that I was beginning to feel more at ease.

Then Oliver came over.

Verity had been pulled aside by her father to speak to someone involved in the chapel restoration in her home town. Tabitha had vanished in search of more ice. I was standing near a table of flowers, holding a glass I had barely touched, when his shadow crossed the grass.

“Elodie.”

The voice sent a shiver down my spine and I resisted the urge to bolt for the nearest exit.

“Oliver.”

He smiled. “You remembered.”

“You arrived late to dinner. It made an impression.”

He laughed.

Good line, I thought. Then wished I had not cared whether it was. In daylight, Oliver looked even more sure of himself. His eyes were a clear blue, his smile practised. He stood a little too close, though not close enough that I could step away without making it obvious.

“You look different today,” he said.

“Different from yesterday?”

“That is generally how today works.”

A small, polite laugh escaped me before I could stop it. He took it as invitation. “I meant softer. Yesterday you looked as if Verity had brought you in under witness protection. Today, you look almost at ease.”

“I’m not great getting to know new people. Especially Verity’s family.”

His gaze moved over my face, down to the neckline of the dress, then back to my mouth. Not long enough for accusation. Long enough for discomfort.

“It is a lot to take in,” I said.

“Yes. Verity’s world can be demanding.”

I looked across the lawn. Verity was speaking with Richard and an older man in a cream suit. She looked effortless. Of course she did.

“I think Verity likes little projects,” I said. “Did she tell you, we used to be a thing?”

Oliver studied me. “No,” I said. “Were you one of her little projects?”

He smiled, but the smile had less warmth.

“You’ve known her a long time,” I said, because moving the focus away from me seemed useful.

“Since we were children. Our families overlap. Dinners, summers, ghastly parties. I know most of her versions. She’s always reinventing herself. The girlfriend thing is just her latest disguise.”

He stepped half a pace nearer. “Don’t expect her to stay faithful, that’s all I can say.” The air between us seemed to thicken. I wanted Verity to look over. I wanted Tabitha to reappear. I wanted to be better at leaving.

Oliver’s eyes dropped again to my mouth.

“You’re very quiet.”

“That’s just me.”

“I don’t mind quiet. Quiet women often hide a more interesting side.”

The glass in my hand felt cold.

“Or they’re really quite dull.”

He laughed softly.

“That sounded like Verity.”

“Did it?”

“Perhaps she’s rubbing off on you.”

There was something in the way he said it that made my skin tighten. I looked across the lawn again. Verity was no longer with Richard. Camilla had caught her near the terrace and introduced her to a woman in pearls. Verity’s eyes flicked briefly towards me. She saw Oliver. I could tell she saw him because her posture changed by a fraction.

Then Camilla touched her arm, pulling her back into conversation. Oliver noticed the glance.

“Protective, isn’t she?”

“She cares about people.”

“She likes controlling people. That’s a little different.” The words were mild, but there was an old resentment under them.

“She likes competence,” I said.

“And obedience?”

I turned back to him. He was smiling. My stomach tightened again.

“Why would you ask that?”

“Because you follow beautifully.” It was not a compliment. Not really. It was a hand reaching towards me, probing and trying to find a weakness that could be exploited.

I forced myself to keep my voice even. “You hardly know me.”

“I’m observant.”

“Then you’ll have noticed I was about to get more wine.”

I moved to step away. He shifted, not blocking me fully, but enough. A social obstacle, not a physical one. If I pushed past, I would make a scene. If I stayed, he had won a small battle.

“Don’t run off,” he said. “I’m only being friendly.” The phrase did what such phrases always do. It made the discomfort mine to manage.

“You are being slightly creepy,” I said. His smile sharpened.

“There you are. I knew there was something underneath the pretty dress.”

Before he could say more, Tabitha arrived with a bowl of strawberries and the calm air of someone who had seen this kind of approach from Oliver before.

“Oliver,” she said. “Are you menacing Verity’s girlfriend?”

He turned, charm returning at once. “Tabitha, I’m wounded.”

“Not yet. Give us time.”

She handed me the strawberries as if she had meant to find me all along. “Mother wants you, Oliver. Something about a charity donor who owns horses and has not yet been bored by you.”

He laughed, but his eyes flicked to me once more.

“Later, Elodie.”

He walked away. Tabitha watched him go. “Loathsome man.”

I breathed out.

“Is he always like that?”

“No. He’s a lot worse after a few drinks. He has an inflated opinion of himself and his prowess with women.” Tabitha took one of the strawberries from the bowl. “He fancies Verity because she never quite wanted him, and men like Oliver hate unfinished business when it still has a pulse.”

“Does he suspect something?” I said it without thinking. As if I had been talking with Verity.

“About you?” I looked at her sharply. She ate the strawberry and gave me a look that was not unkind. “Elodie, I suspect all sorts of things. It’s one of my charms. Oliver is only interested in conquests. Even if he thinks there is a secret, he’ll assume it exists to entertain him.”

That did not reassure me. Across the lawn, Verity finally broke free from Camilla and came towards us. Her eyes went to my face first. Then Tabitha’s. Then the direction Oliver had gone.

“What happened?”

Tabitha answered before I could soften it.

“Oliver was testing boundaries and losing charm by the second.”

Verity’s face went still.

“I’m fine,” I said too quickly.

She looked at me.

“Elodie.”

“He made me uncomfortable,” I said. “That’s all.”

Verity held my gaze, and I saw her want to push. I also saw her decide not to.

“All right,” she said. “Stay near me.”

Tabitha made a small sound. “Careful, Vee. You’ll might actually start to love this girl.”

The sisters looked at each other then, and for a moment I saw the shape of their whole childhood, Camilla’s standards, Richard’s charm, Verity learning control because someone had to, Tabitha learning mockery because it was a lighter load to carry.

Then Richard called for everyone to sit for lunch, and the moment dissolved into chairs, napkins and waiters carrying plates.

I sat between Verity and Tabitha. Oliver sat across the table, two places down. Not close enough to speak privately. But close enough to ogle.

Lunch was easier because I had protection on both sides, but his attention kept finding me. When I laughed at something Richard said, Oliver watched my mouth. When Verity touched my wrist, he noticed. When I leaned to speak to Tabitha, I felt his gaze move over the dress, the hat, and the breasts.

At first, his interest had almost flattered me.

That was the shameful truth. In the first seconds, before the discomfort sharpened, I had felt the awful little glow of being wanted. Not as Elliot, the drifting man with the unpaid bills and the missing sock. As Elodie. The pretty girlfriend in the floral dress. The woman someone noticed across a lawn.

After lunch, people moved back to the lawn. The day had grown warmer, the light lowering a little, turning the grass gold at the edges. Verity was drawn into another family conversation, something about the cake and when Richard would be allowed to cut it. Tabitha went to take a phone call near the terrace.

For a few minutes, I stood alone beneath the magnolia tree, grateful for shade. Across the lawn, Oliver was speaking to Camilla. Then he looked at me. He raised his glass slightly.

The distance between us was full of sunlight, voices and polite laughter, but none of it made me feel safe. I understood then that being desired was not the same as being cherished, and being seen was not the same as being protected.

Elodie had wanted the world to look at her.

Now the world had, and one man had looked too closely.


Chapter 8: Oliver Crosses The Line

By late afternoon, the garden party had begun to loosen at the edges.

That is what happens when families are left outside with white wine and old, unresolved grievances. The neat little groups spread across the lawn. People who had been carefully polite at lunch became louder by the flowerbeds. Richard’s laugh carried from the terrace. Camilla stood near the bar with the expression of a woman expecting loosening tongues to evolve into disorder. Tabitha had taken off her shoes and was sitting on a low wall, which her mother pretended not to notice.

I was tired.

Not simply tired in the way anyone might be after smiling at relatives and pretending to understand charity funding. Tired in the bones. Tired in the mouth from speaking softly. Tired in the hands from holding a glass as though it belonged to a woman who knew what to do with one. Tired in the legs from standing in heels on grass, which I would not recommend unless you enjoy feeling permanently uncomfortable.

The floral dress still looked pretty. The hat had survived. The chestnut wig remained pinned and believable, although I had become convinced that every breeze wanted to take it from me and run across the lawn with it. My lipstick had been refreshed twice by Verity, once in the downstairs cloakroom and once behind a pillar after Tabitha announced that I needed a touch of gloss.

“You look lovely,” Verity had said then, touching the corner of my mouth with a cotton bud.

“I look like I need to sleep for a year.”

“That too.”

She had smiled, and for a moment the whole day narrowed to her fingers near my face, her body close to mine, the scent of her perfume under the sharper smell of cut grass. Then her mother had called for her, and the world had widened again.

That had been the pattern all afternoon. Verity near enough to steady me, then taken away by family obligation. A question about the speeches. A seating issue for the evening. Richard needed help with a slideshow that apparently should have been destroyed for everyone’s safety. Camilla introduced her to a distant relative who owned land, horses, or both.

Each time Verity left, she looked back. Each time, I told myself I was fine.

Oliver watched from a distance.

Not constantly. That might have been easier to handle. He did not lurk behind trees or follow me with obvious hunger, like a vampire stalking its victim. He behaved as he had all day: charming when people looked, smooth when spoken to, amused when Verity cut him down, generous with Richard, careful with Camilla. But his attention kept returning to me in little intervals. A glance across the lawn. A smile over a glass. A pause in conversation when he saw Verity touch my arm.

Near five, the cake was brought out. It was indeed shaped like Richard’s childhood home, complete with icing windows, a tiny edible chimney and a front door that looked more welcoming than any real Shaw property I could imagine. Richard was delighted. Camilla pretended it had all been effortless, though a woman from the hotel stood nearby with the hollow stare of someone who had spent three days negotiating with a sponge.

There were photographs. So many photographs.

Family arrangements. Richard with Camilla. Richard with his daughters. Richard with his sister. Richard with cousins. Richard pretending to cut the cake with a ceremonial knife while Tabitha told him it looked like he was opening a rural murder investigation. Then Verity drew me into one of the pictures. I resisted at first. Not visibly, I hoped, but my feet rooted into the grass.

Her hand found mine.

“You’re part of the weekend,” she said under her breath.

“That may be used in evidence against me at some point.”

“Then stand nicely and smile.”

So I stood beside her in the sunshine, her arm around my waist, my body close enough to hers that the dress brushed her leg. Richard beamed. Camilla looked polished. Tabitha grinned like a woman who knew this photograph would one day become explosive. The photographer counted down.

I smiled.

Elodie smiled.

Somewhere deep underneath, Elliot looked up from whatever corner he had been left in and understood that there would be a photograph of this. Not a private image on Verity’s phone. Not a mirror shot in a bedroom. A family photograph. Evidence that the world had made space for Elodie, however temporarily.

After the cake, people drifted again. Richard was absorbed by a group near the bar. Camilla had cornered the hotel manager over something involving the evening room layout. Tabitha was trying to persuade a cousin to steal another bottle of champagne from somewhere. Verity was pulled aside by her father, who had apparently decided the slideshow could be saved if she intervened immediately.

“I’ll be five minutes,” she told me.

I looked at the hotel. “That sounds like something people say just before disaster strikes.”

She smiled, but her eyes searched my face. “You are all right?”

There were too many people around for the honest answer. Also, I did not yet know it. “I’m tired,” I said.

“Go inside for a moment. Sit somewhere quiet. I’ll find you.”

I hesitated.

She saw that too.

“Elodie,” she said, softer now. “Inside. Not far. Stay where there are staff or guests. I’ll be there soon.”

I left the lawn through the French doors and stepped into the lounge. The change in temperature was a relief. Inside, the hotel was cooler, shaded, smelling faintly of flowers and old polish. A waiter moved past carrying empty glasses. Somewhere to my left, people laughed in the bar. I could hear the party through the open doors behind me, but the sound softened as I walked into the corridor.

I intended to go to the downstairs cloakroom or perhaps sit in the small library we had passed earlier. Nothing dramatic. Nothing foolish. That is what people always think before doing something foolish.

The library was empty.

It was not large. More a hotel’s idea of a library than a true one: shelves of old hardbacks nobody had opened for years, two leather chairs, a writing desk, green lamps, a window looking onto the side garden. A bowl of apples sat on the desk, for reasons known only to hotel management. The room had the still, slightly staged quality of places meant to be admired rather than used.

I sat in one of the chairs and let out a breath.

My feet hurt. My cheeks ached. I removed the hat and placed it on the desk, then checked the wig by touch. Still secure. Hair smooth. Pin in place. I took a tissue from my clutch and blotted at my mouth, careful not to remove the lipstick entirely.

In the quiet, I could feel the day catching up.

I closed my eyes.

For the first time since arriving at the hotel, I imagined going home as Elliot. Not in theory. Actually. Loose trousers. Old T-shirt. My flat. The job websites. The sock by the bin. The bathroom mirror with its poor light. A face that had once seemed ordinary but now felt like a room with the curtains shut.

I did not know what I wanted.

That was not new. Wanting had always been difficult for me. Other people wanted around me, and I adapted. Verity wanted Elodie for a weekend, and somehow Elodie had begun wanting things back.

The door opened. I opened my eyes. Oliver stood there.

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

He had removed his sunglasses. His cheeks were flushed, not wildly, but enough to show the drinking had reached him. He still looked controlled. That was the frightening part. Not staggering, not slurring, not out of himself. He knew where he was. He knew I was alone.

“There you are,” he said. I stood too quickly, the hat sliding off the desk and landing on the carpet.

“I was just going back.”

“No need to run.”

The words were light. The doorway behind him was not.

“I’m not running.”

“Good. I was hoping to talk without Verity guarding the borders.”

He stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. It was a small sound, but it changed the air. I bent to pick up the hat, mostly to have something to do. When I straightened, he had moved further into the room.

“Lovely hat,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“Very sweet.”

I held it in both hands.

Sweet did not sound like a compliment from him. It sounded like something to bre tasted.

“Verity will be looking for me,” I said.

“In five minutes. That gives us four.”

I moved towards the door.

He did not block me outright. Not at first. As before, he shifted just enough that I would have had to pass close to him. The old Elliot part of me measured the social difficulty and froze. Passing him would mean making my discomfort visible. Saying excuse me would mean admitting he had placed himself badly on purpose. Making a scene would mean becoming a scene.

I had been trained all my life not to become a scene. Oliver smiled as if he could see the calculation.

“You really are nervous, aren’t you?”

“I’m tired.”

“No. Nervous. There’s a difference.”

I kept my voice quiet. Elodie’s voice. “I should go back.”

“You should, or Verity told you to?”

He took another step, not fast. A man confident enough not to hurry. “Does she tell you everything to do?”

“No.”

“Only how to dress? How to speak? Where to stand? When to smile?”

I felt the blood leave my face. He saw. Of course, he saw. “There it is,” he said softly.

“There’s nothing.”

“Oh, Elodie.” He said the name slowly. Wrongly. “You don’t have to lie to me.”

I tried to laugh. It came out thin. “You seem to have mistaken being rude for being insightful.”

“That sounded like Verity again.”

“Perhaps you should speak to her, then.”

“I have. For years. Verity is excellent at controlling the conversation. You, I think, are more honest.”

I stepped sideways. He matched the movement.

The window showed the side garden, empty in the sunlight. The party noise was distant. Not far enough to be truly isolated, but far enough that a quiet struggle would stay private.My mouth went dry.

“Oliver, move.”

For a second, surprise crossed his face. Not because the request was unreasonable. But because I had made it. Then he smiled. “That’s better.”

“I mean it.”

“I know. That’s what makes it interesting.”

He came closer.

I stepped back and hit the edge of the desk. The apple bowl rattled.

“Verity is using you,” he said. The sentence was so blunt it broke through my fear for a moment. “She does that. Finds people who need to be needed. Makes them feel chosen. You think you’re special because she built this little version of you for the weekend?”

My hand tightened around the hat.

“She didn’t build me.”

“Didn’t she?”

His eyes moved over the dress, the hair, the mouth Verity had painted. I felt stripped by the look. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“I know you like being wanted.” He stepped closer again. “I saw you when I complimented you. When I looked at you. You didn’t hate it at first.”

Shame rose fast and hot.

That was how men like Oliver worked, I realised too late. They took the smallest natural response and made it evidence against you. The brief glow of being seen became consent. The awkward smile became an invitation. The stillness became permission.

“I didn’t ask for this,” I said.

“No. But you liked it.”

“Please move.”

He took my wrist. Not violently. That almost made it worse. His fingers closed around me with the confidence of a man who assumed pressure would settle the matter. I looked down at his hand on my wrist, pale nails, a gold signet ring, my own-shaped fingers stiff around the hat.

“Let go.”

He leaned in.

“Don’t be frightened. I’m not going to hurt you.”

That sentence has never comforted anyone who needed to hear it. I pulled back, but he held me.

Old Elliot returned then.

Not because I wanted him. Because panic dragged him up from the basement. The old habits came with him: freeze, smile, soften, make it easier for everyone else, do not cause a fuss, do not make people angry, do not be the problem in the room.

“Elodie,” Oliver murmured.

The name sounded stolen. Then he kissed me. There was no romance in it.

No music. No warmth. No secret thrill waiting under protest. His mouth came down on mine, hard enough to trap the breath in my throat. His hand held my wrist. His other arm moved around me, not embracing, containing. I turned my face, but he followed. The hat dropped from my hand. My back pressed into the desk, apple bowl shifting behind me.

For one horrible second, I did nothing.

That was the part that shamed me later.

Not the kiss. That was his. The stillness felt like mine.

But it was not consent. It was a shock. It was all the old training of a soft man who had spent years making himself easy to manage. It was Elliot who believed that if he held still, the moment might pass without getting worse.

Then something in me, something that belonged to Elodie or perhaps to the part of Elliot that had been waiting to live, pushed back.

I made a sound against his mouth.

The door opened.

“Oliver.”

Verity’s voice cut through the room.

Cold.

Precise.

Oliver jerked back.

My wrist was suddenly free, though the mark of his hand remained. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand before I could stop myself, smearing lipstick across my skin. Verity stood in the doorway. I had never seen her like that.

Not angry in the easy way. No raised voice, no flushed face. She was pale with fury. Her body held still in a way that made the entire room seem to understand it should not move without permission. Behind her, Tabitha appeared.

She took in the scene: me against the desk, Oliver too close, the hat on the floor, my smeared mouth, Verity’s face.

“Oh, Oliver,” Tabitha said quietly. “You stupid, stupid man.”

Oliver straightened his jacket as if clothing could restore innocence.

“This is not what it looks like.”

Verity entered the room.

Tabitha stayed at the door.

“What does it look like?” Verity asked.

Her voice was almost gentle. That made Oliver hesitate.

“I was talking to Elodie.”

“No. Try again.”

He glanced at me. I hated that I still flinched. Verity saw the flinch. The temperature dropped.

“Oliver,” she said, “look at me, not her.”

He did.

“She was upset. I was reassuring her.”

Tabitha laughed once, sharp and humourless.

“You reassure women with your tongue now? How modern.”

“Stay out of it, Tabitha.”

“No,” Verity said. “She will not.”

Oliver’s jaw tightened.

“You’re making this dramatic. Elodie and I had a moment.”

I felt sick. “No,” I said. It came out small.

Verity turned her head towards me, but did not move closer yet.

“Elodie?” The name in her voice did what Oliver’s had not. It gave me back to myself.

I swallowed. “He grabbed my wrist,” I said. “I told him to move. He kissed me.”

The words sounded plain. Almost too plain for the size of what they carried. Verity’s eyes returned to Oliver.

“There,” she said. “Now we all know what it looks like.”

Oliver flushed. “Oh, come on. She was flirting all afternoon.”

“I was not,” I said. My voice shook, but it was louder now.

“You watched me. You made comments. You wouldn’t let me leave.”

Oliver’s face hardened. “You’re very quick to play innocent.”

Verity moved then. Only one step. Enough.

“Do not speak to her again.”

“Verity, for God’s sake.”

“No. You will listen carefully because I dislike repeating myself. You will leave this room. You will apologise to my father for departing early. You will not approach Elodie, speak to her, write to her, follow her, mention her, or attempt to turn your lack of restraint into a misunderstanding. If you do, I will tell every woman in that garden exactly what happened, with Tabitha as witness and your handprint on Elodie’s wrist as illustration.”

Oliver looked towards my wrist. So did I. Red marks were beginning to rise where his fingers had held me. Tabitha’s face lost its humour. “Christ,” she said.

Oliver saw it too and understood, perhaps for the first time, that the room had closed around him. “You’d ruin me over a kiss?”

Verity’s expression did not change. “No. You began that work yourself.”

There was a silence then, tight enough to hurt.

Oliver looked at me once more, and there was anger in it now. Not desire. Not charm. Anger at the inconvenience of my fear. Tabitha stepped aside from the doorway. “Go on,” she said. “Before I decide to develop a conscience and shout.”

He left.

I stood against the desk, breathing in small pieces. My mouth tasted wrong. My wrist hurt. My lipstick was smeared across the back of my hand. The wig had slipped slightly near one temple. The dress, which had made me feel visible in the sun, now felt thin as paper.

Verity came to me slowly.

Not rushing.

Not grabbing.

“Elodie,” she said.

That was when I started to shake.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

Her face changed. “No.”

“I should have left. I should have made a scene.”

“No.”

“I froze.”

“You were frightened.”

“I let him—”

“No.” The word was sharper this time. “You did not let him. He chose to ignore you.”

Tabitha closed the door behind her and came further into the room. “I’ll stand outside,” she said. “If he comes back, I’ll bite.”

Verity nodded.

“Thank you.”

Tabitha looked at me, and all the cleverness had gone from her face. “You did nothing wrong,” she said.

Then she went out, leaving the door partly open.

Verity turned back to me.

“Can I touch you?” That question broke something in me. Not because it was complicated. Because it was simple. Because Oliver had taken touch, and Verity asked. I nodded.

She took my wrist first, carefully, turning it to see the marks. Her mouth tightened. Then she released it and picked up a clean tissue from the desk. She wetted it with water from a glass and began cleaning my hand where lipstick had smeared.

“I look awful,” I said.

“You look upset.”

“My mouth.”

“We’ll fix it.”

“My hair.”

“We’ll fix that too.”

She wiped the back of my hand, then my mouth, gently, removing the worst of the smear. I kept my eyes on her face because looking anywhere else felt dangerous.

“I thought you’d be angry,” I said.

“I am.” Her eyes lifted to mine. “Never at you for this.”

The tears came then, suddenly enough that I made a small, ugly sound trying to stop them. Verity set the tissue aside.

“Come here.”

I stepped into her arms.

She held me firmly, not like something delicate, not like something broken beyond use. Firmly. I pressed my face against her shoulder and cried because the fear had nowhere else to go. Because I had been kissed without wanting it. Because I had frozen. Because Oliver had seen the weak part and tried to make it his. Because Verity had said my name and I had come back to myself.

She let me cry for a while. When I could breathe, she guided me to the chair and knelt to remove my shoes. That small act nearly undid me again.

“You don’t have to,” I whispered.

“I know.”

She eased one heel off, then the other, setting them neatly beside the chair. Her hands moved to my ankles, checking the straps, the stockings, grounding me through practical care.

“There,” she said. “Feet on the floor.”

I obeyed.

“Feel the carpet.”

I did.

“Hands on your lap.”

I placed them there.

“Breathe in. Slowly.”

I breathed.

She stayed kneeling before me, looking up, face steady.

“You are not a joke, Elodie,” she said. The name went through me. “And you are not his to touch.”

I covered my face with my hands. That was when the real sob came. Not loud. Not graceful. Nothing that would belong in a romantic moment. It came from too deep and arrived too late. Verity rose and gathered me again, one arm around my shoulders, the other hand at the back of my head, careful of the wig but not afraid of it.

I cried into her because Oliver had kissed me.

But not only because Oliver had kissed me.

I cried because Verity had believed me immediately.

I cried because she had protected Elodie as if Elodie mattered.

I cried because when she said my name, the name was not part of the lie.

It was the thing that saved me.


Chapter 9: No Longer Pretending

Oliver didn’t hang around after his dressing down. The evening took a different turn then. Things were lighter and easier to handle. When we finally retired for the night, I thought Elodie had triumphed.

I awoke to find Verity was already up.

She was sitting in the armchair by the window, already dressed in dark trousers and a loose white shirt, one leg folded beneath her, a cup of coffee in her hand. Sunlight came through the curtains she had half-opened, turning the room pale and clear. The gardens below looked too peaceful for what had happened the evening before. A gardener moved along the path with a barrow. Somewhere below, a door opened and closed. Life at Rookmere Hall had resumed its expensive little rhythm.

I lay still beneath the sheet, my body aware of too many things at once. The nightdress against my skin. The faint ache in my wrist. The absence of makeup. The wig on its stand. Verity watching me with tired eyes.

“Oliver left before breakfast,” she said. “Richard thinks he had a work emergency. Camilla knows he did not. Tabitha knows everything and has promised not to spread gossip unless bored.”

I turned onto my back and looked at the ceiling. My mouth moved towards a smile that didn’t quite arrive.

The memory came back in pieces. The library. Oliver’s hand on my wrist. His mouth on mine. The room opening. Verity’s voice. The way she had cleaned my lipstick with her hands, steady and her face full of anger, she refused to spend on me.

I lifted my wrist from beneath the sheet.

There were still marks there. Not dramatic. Not the sort of injury anyone would photograph for evidence unless Tabitha had her way. But the faint red shape of fingers remained. Verity saw me looking.

“I should have stayed closer,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“No. You told me to make a scene if he touched me,” I said. “I didn’t.”

“You froze.”

“I know.”

“That is not a mortal failure.”

“It feels like one.”

She set her cup down and came to sit on the edge of the bed, leaving enough space that I could choose whether to move towards her. The question from last night still lived between us: Can I touch you? The fact that she had asked made every touch after it mean more.

I reached out first.

Not far. Just enough for my fingers to touch her sleeve.

She looked at my hand, then back at me.

“We can go home,” she said.

The sentence landed with a heaviness I had not expected.

“Today?”

“Now, if you want. We pack, I tell my parents you’re unwell, and we leave. No discussion. No performance. No apology.”

I sat up slowly, pulling the sheet with me. My own hair was flat from sleep. My face felt bare. I was not Elodie in the mirror yet, not fully, but I was not safely Elliot either. That had become the problem with mornings. The in-between had stopped being temporary. It had begun to feel like a place where decisions waited.

“What else?” I asked.

Verity’s gaze stayed steady.

“You can spend the day as Elliot. We say Elodie has a migraine. You rest here, change back, come downstairs later as my friend if you want. Or you avoid everyone until we leave tomorrow.”

“My friend?”

“Yes.”

The word sounded smaller than it used to.

Not because friendship had become less true. Verity was still my friend. She had been my friend for years, in her bossy, impossible way. But after being introduced as her girlfriend, after holding her hand under the table, after crying into her shoulder because she had said Elodie like it mattered, friend felt like a coat I had outgrown and might still have to wear home.

“And the third option?” I asked.

Verity did not answer immediately.

That told me there was one.

“The third option is that you dress as Elodie again,” she said. “Only if you choose it. No family strategy. No Oliver to deter. No proving anything to me. You dress because you want to attend the dinner as her.”

The sunlight shifted on the carpet. Outside, someone laughed in the garden. I thought I should know the answer.

A person ought to know whether they want to stop being themselves. Or become themselves. Or dress as the fake girlfriend their best friend invented to survive a family weekend. The trouble was that every simple phrase failed. Stop. Become. Dress. Fake. Girlfriend. None of them held the whole shape.

“I need to try,” I said.

Verity’s eyebrows lifted slightly.

“Try what?”

“Elliot.”

Her face changed, not much. Enough to show she understood the cost of the request. She stood.

“Your clothes are in the case.”

I got out of bed and crossed the room in the nightdress, aware of the bare floor under my feet and the morning light on my legs. My old clothes were folded in the bottom of the case: jeans, T-shirt, grey jumper, boxers, socks. I had packed them without ceremony on Friday, or rather Verity had allowed me to bring them as evidence that escape existed.

They looked ordinary. That was the first offence. After all this, after razors and stockings and lipstick and a woman’s name spoken by strangers, my old clothes had no sense of occasion. They sat there like laundry. Careless fabric from a careless life.

I took them to the bathroom. Verity remained by the window. In the bathroom, I removed the nightdress and the lingerie beneath. The bra came away, the forms set on the counter, the stockings unclipped and rolled down. With each layer removed, I expected relief to arrive.

It did not.

What came instead was a kind of flattening. My body looked bare and unresolved. The smoothness of my chest and legs made the male clothes waiting on the closed toilet lid seem less like truth and more like denial.

I put on the boxers.

Too loose.

The T-shirt.

Too dull.

Jeans over shaved legs, rougher than I remembered. Socks. The grey jumper. My own hair brushed into something like its former shape. I washed my face again as if that might restore the man who had arrived on Friday morning thinking the worst thing ahead of him was a barista calling him madam.

When I looked in the mirror, Elliot looked back.

He was not ugly. I had spent years quietly believing he was, perhaps because it was easier than admitting he was unfinished. He had a soft face, narrow shoulders, a mouth still faintly stained despite cleanser, and eyes that had learned too much over a weekend.

He looked safe. No, that was not right. He looked hidden.

I stood there for a long time. Then I opened the bathroom door. Verity turned. Her expression was careful. Too careful.

“Well?” she asked.

I walked to the wardrobe mirror because the bathroom mirror had become too small for the decision. In the full-length glass, Elliot stood in Verity’s hotel room with sunlight behind him and a wig on a stand over his shoulder. The jeans did not feel like home.

They felt uncomfortable.

“I thought this would help,” I said.

Verity remained still. “And?”

“I look like someone who should be someone else.” The words surprised me. Not because they were dramatic. Because they were plain. She came closer, stopping beside me in the mirror but not touching.

“You do not have to dress as Elodie because Elliot feels difficult this morning.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“I think so.”

I looked at the wig on its stand.

The chestnut waves caught the light.

“I want to dress,” I said.

My voice was quiet, but it did not break. Verity closed her eyes for one brief second. When she opened them, she looked less like a woman managing a problem and more like someone trying not to show relief.

“Then you dress,” she smiled.

“No.” She stopped. “I dress,” I said.

The distinction mattered. Verity understood at once. She always understood the lines I wished she would miss. “All right.”

She sat in the armchair and let me begin.

I took Elliot off more calmly than I had put him on. Jumper, T-shirt, jeans, boxers. Folded, not dropped. There was no ceremony. There did not need to be. The clothes had been tested. They had given their answer.

In the bathroom, I shaved again. Face first, carefully. Then I checked my legs and underarms, running my hands over the skin with a practical eye Verity would have approved of. A tiny patch near one knee needed attention. I dealt with it, rinsed, dried, moisturised. No jokes. No flinching at my own care. Back in the bedroom, I opened the case Verity had packed for Elodie and chose.

That was new. Not simply being handed. Choosing.

There were three sets of lingerie. Cream, pale pink, and black. The black was simple, not showy, but more grown-up than the others. I touched it, hesitated, then picked it up. Verity said nothing.

I put on the panties first, then the bra. I still needed a moment with the clasp, but no rescue. The forms settled into place with a weight that felt less foreign now. Suspender belt. Stockings. I chose the black pair with a seam, then regretted it when I had to align them. Still, I managed. Slowly. Carefully. The seams were not perfect, but they were mine. Verity watched from the chair with her chin resting against her hand.

When I glanced at her, she said, “You are doing beautifully.”

I looked down, heat rising in my face.

“Thank you.”

There were two day dresses and one evening dress hanging in the wardrobe. The evening dress Verity had planned was dark blue, fitted at the waist, with a neckline modest enough for family and enough shape to make Elodie feel real. It was beautiful, and because it was beautiful, I almost did not choose it.

I chose it anyway.

“Zip?” I asked.

Verity stood. She came behind me and drew the zip up slowly. The sound seemed loud in the room. The fabric closed around me, and Elodie’s body returned in one clean line.

“You chose well,” she said.

“I suspected you had already chosen this one.”

“I had.”

She tied the narrow belt at my waist, then stopped herself and handed the ends to me instead. I tied it. Not as neatly as she would have. She let it be.

Makeup was next.

I sat at the dressing table and took up the cleanser, though there was nothing left to cleanse. Habit, perhaps. Or respect for process. Verity came to stand beside me.

“Do you want me to do it?”

“Yes,” I said, then surprised both of us by adding, “But I want to help.”

So she guided rather than simply transformed me.

Foundation first. She showed me how much to use, then let me blend one cheek while she did the other. Mine took longer and looked worse until she corrected the edge. Beard shadow. Powder. Brows. She let me brush them into place. My hand was clumsy with the eye shadow, so she took over there, not with impatience but focus.

The eyes became Elodie’s again. This time, I watched. Not all of it. There were still moments when seeing the change happen felt too direct. But I did not look away every time the mirror told the truth.

Blush warmed the face. Lipstick came last before the wig. I chose the colour: the rose Verity had used the first night, not the brighter garden one. She applied it with the brush, then handed it to me for the second layer. My hand trembled.

“Slowly,” she said.

I shaped the lower lip, then the upper. Not perfectly. Enough. In the mirror, the face waited for hair. I turned to the wig stand. Verity noticed, but this time she did not pick it up first.

“You want to place it?” she asked.

“I don’t know how properly.”

“I’ll help.”

The cap was still undignified. That, at least, remained reliable. I tucked my hair beneath it while Verity fixed the back. Then I lifted the wig myself. The weight of it in my hands made my chest tighten. This was the part that completed her. It had always been the part that completed her. Not because hair alone made Elodie, but because without it I could still pretend she was being assembled. With it, she arrived.

I placed it badly at first. Too far forward. Verity’s mouth moved, but she did not laugh.

“Back a little. Hold the sides. Good. Now settle it. Don’t drag.”

I adjusted. She stepped in to refine the hairline, the part, the waves around my face. Then she let me brush the ends. When I looked up, Elodie was there.

Not Verity’s Elodie exactly. Not anymore. Mine.

The difference was not huge, but I felt it. The dress chosen by my hand. The belt tied imperfectly by me. The lipstick finished by me. The wig placed first by me and corrected, yes, but not bestowed like a spell. Elodie had stopped happening only through Verity.

She had begun happening through me. Verity stood behind my chair, meeting my eyes in the glass.

“There you are,” she said.

The words were the same as before.

They meant more now.

At breakfast, or what remained of it by the time we went downstairs, nobody commented on my absence. That was clearly Verity’s work. Or Tabitha’s. Or perhaps the entire Shaw family had learned, over generations, that certain subjects were best buried under toast.

Camilla saw my wrist first. Of course she did.

The mark had faded but not vanished. I had not covered it properly. Verity had offered, and I had said no because some stubborn part of me did not want Oliver’s behaviour hidden for his comfort. Camilla’s eyes moved from my wrist to my face.

“Good morning, Elodie.”

“Good morning, Camilla.”

No Mrs Shaw. That was new. It came out before I could edit it. Verity went still beside me. Camilla noticed. Her mouth shifted.

“Did you sleep?”

“Eventually.”

“Good,” she said. “A girl needs her sleep.”

Richard was bright and vague, mentioning Oliver’s “dreadful work emergency” with the innocent confidence of a man who had chosen not to look under a carpet. Tabitha sat opposite me and gave my dress an approving look.

“You chose that one.”

I blinked. “How did you know?”

“Verity would have done the belt differently.”

Verity looked offended.

“I would have done the belt better.”

“Yes,” Tabitha said. “That was my clue.”

I touched the belt self-consciously, then stopped. Camilla watched the exchange with a strange expression.

After breakfast, the day moved towards the birthday dinner. The actual birthday dinner, apparently, because the Shaws believed in celebrating one man across multiple meals until even affection was accounted for. There was a church visit for some, a walk for others, a long period during which Richard disappeared to avoid helping with the arrangements, and a tense hour in which Camilla discovered the table flowers were not quite what she had requested and became frighteningly calm.

Oliver was absent. No one said why. His empty place in the wider weekend made the air easier to breathe. In the afternoon, Verity and I walked in the garden. Not far. Along the path beyond the lawn, past clipped hedges and a pond where two ducks floated with the smug peace of creatures untroubled by family systems.

The sun had softened by then. Warm, but not harsh. My heels clicked on the path. The dress moved around my knees. Verity walked beside me with her hands in the pockets of her coat.

“You chose to come down,” she said.

“Yes.”

“As Elodie.”

“Yes.”

“Because you wanted to.”

I looked at the pond.

“Yes.”

She did not smile. Not quite. She let the answer have space.

“I’m sorry,” she said after a while.

That stopped me.

“For what?”

“For beginning this as a selfish project.”

A duck made a small sound on the pond, as if disagreeing or perhaps offering legal counsel.

Verity continued, “I did need help. That was true. I did want to stop my mother and Oliver from turning the weekend into a trap. But I also saw something in you and thought I could draw it out because I am good at drawing things out. I did not ask enough what it might cost you.”

“You asked if I wanted to leave.”

“Yes. After you had already crossed several lines.”

I thought of the first shave, the lingerie, the face, the wig, the hotel, Oliver, the morning mirror.

“You didn’t invent all of it,” I said.

“No?”

“No. You opened the door. I walked through it.”

At the birthday dinner, I returned as Verity’s girlfriend without flinching when Richard introduced us to a late-arriving cousin as “Verity and Elodie”. The private dining room was warmer than the night before, filled with candlelight and flowers Camilla had eventually decided not to despise. I sat beside Verity. Tabitha sat opposite. Camilla watched me less like a puzzle now and more like a person who had done something she had not expected.

Halfway through the meal, while Richard was laughing with a cousin and Verity was speaking to Prue, Camilla leaned towards me.

“Elodie.”

I turned.

“Yes?”

“I owe you an apology.” That was so unexpected I nearly dropped my fork. Camilla’s posture remained perfect. She could probably apologise during an earthquake without spilling wine. “I encouraged Oliver’s presence this weekend,” she said. “I thought he might be good for Verity.” I glanced at Verity, but she was still in conversation. Camilla continued, “I was wrong.”

There was no warmth in the sentence, but there was weight. “Thank you,” I said.

“I also underestimated you.” I looked back at her. “Perhaps. You are gentler than the people Verity usually brings near us.” I did not know what to say. Camilla lifted her glass slightly, not quite a toast. “Do not obey her in everything. She likes control, but she needs resistance. Not drama. Just resistance. Someone who stays.”

“I’ll try,” I said.

“Good. Trying is good.”

Later, after speeches that were mercifully short and another cake that Richard cut with solemn absurdity, music began in the lounge. Not dancing music in the grand sense. A small group had been hired, piano and strings, playing old standards for people full of wine and nostalgia.

Richard danced with Camilla. Tabitha danced badly with a cousin and seemed proud of it. Verity stood beside me near the terrace doors, watching her parents.

“Do they love each other?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “In their own way.”

She looked at me then, and something in her face made my breath catch. “Dance with me.”

I almost said no.

Old habit.

Instead, I took her hand.

We moved near the edge of the small dance floor, where it was less crowded. Verity placed one hand at my waist. I set mine at her shoulder because I had seen people do it in films and because anything else might have made my feelings too obvious.

“You’re leading,” I said.

“You expected otherwise?”

“No.”

The music was slow. The room was warm. Her hand at my waist felt different now, not a performance for the Shaws, not a steadying pressure to keep me from running, but simply where her hand belonged if we were dancing.I looked past her shoulder at the terrace doors, where the dark glass reflected us.

Two women dancing. That was what the reflection showed.

Verity, poised and sure. Elodie in dark blue, chestnut hair against her cheek, face softer than it had been on Friday, body held in a shape she had chosen to continue. My throat tightened.

Verity saw. “What?”

I shook my head. “Nothing.”

“Elodie.”

The name undid the lie before it could form. “I saw us,” I said.

“In the glass?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

I looked at the reflection again.

“I didn’t look away.”

Her hand tightened at my waist.

“No,” she said. “You didn’t.”

After the dance, we went onto the terrace for air. The night was mild. The garden beyond was dark except for small lights along the path and the pale glow from the windows. Voices came from inside, softened by glass. Somewhere farther off, a car moved along the drive.

Verity stood beside me at the balustrade. For a while, neither of us spoke. That felt better than many of the things we might have said. Eventually, she turned to me.

“What happens tomorrow?”

The question had been waiting all day.

Tomorrow, the weekend will end. The family dispersed. Rookmere Hall became only a hotel again. The car came. Verity’s flat. My flat. Job websites. Clothes folded away. Elodie in a case, perhaps, like a difficult dress after a party.

Or not.

I looked down at my hands resting on the stone. Pale nails. A faint mark still at the wrist. Verity’s lipstick choice on my mouth. My dress chosen that morning. My hair, my borrowed hair, moving lightly in the night air.

“I don’t know what Elodie is. I don’t know what I am when I’m not dressed like this. I don’t know whether this is a weekend, a beginning, or a breakdown of some sort.”

Verity’s mouth curved, but her eyes stayed serious. “But?”

I looked at her. “I don’t want to go back to being him just because the weekend is over.”

The sentence came out steadily. Once spoken, it did not collapse.

Verity looked at me as if she had been waiting a long time to hear something like that and was afraid of touching it too soon. So I reached for her hand first.

Inside, music played on. The family laughed. The weekend moved towards its final morning.

On the terrace, in the dark, Elodie held Verity’s hand and did not let go.


Chapter 10: The Girlfriend Experience

Morning arrived bright and unreasonable.

I had hoped for fog. Not rain, exactly. I had complained enough about rain in my life to have forfeited the right to request it. But fog would have helped. Fog would have softened the hotel, blurred the lawns, made the world outside the window seem uncertain enough to match the world inside me.

Instead, sunlight came through the curtains and lay itself across the carpet with brutal confidence. Rookmere Hall looked peaceful beyond the glass. The lawn had been cleared of tables. The striped canopy had gone. The flowerbeds looked innocent. A groundsman moved along the path with a rake, restoring the evidence of the weekend to something guests could politely forget.

I stood at the window in my nightdress, looking down at the drive.

The car would arrive at eleven.

I knew this because Verity had told me over coffee, using the tone of someone discussing travel arrangements rather than the end of a life experiment. She was good at that. Making the impossible take on the shape of ordinary logistics. Car at eleven. Checkout by half past ten. Breakfast downstairs if I wanted it. Room service if I did not.

Elodie if I chose her. Elliot if I chose him. The choice lay on the bed.

Literally.

Verity had placed the options there after her shower and then left me alone to decide. Because she understood, finally, that if she dressed me today, the day might belong to her and Elodie would not be able to decide.

It needed to belong to me.

On one side of the bed were Elliot’s clothes: jeans, T-shirt, grey jumper, boxers, socks, the trainers I had worn when I arrived at her flat. Folded. Clean. Familiar.

On the other side were Elodie’s clothes for the journey home: cream lingerie, stockings, a pale blouse, a navy skirt, a cardigan, and low heels. The chestnut wig waited on its stand beside the mirror. Makeup was laid out on the dressing table, neat but not demanding.

You expect life decisions to announce themselves with thunder and maybe lightening. In reality, they sit on hotel beds looking like laundry. Verity came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around her hair and another around her body. She paused when she saw me at the window.

“I can go downstairs,” she said. “Give you space.”

I turned from the window.

She looked tired in the eyes, where she could not easily style it away. The weekend had cost her too, though she would never have spent time considering it.

“I don’t know what I’m trying to decide,” I said.

She crossed to her case and took out clothes for herself: black trousers, a green shirt, flat shoes. Practical. Elegant. Verity could make practical feel like a challenge to the rest of us.

She dressed while I stood there, not looking away quite fast enough when the towel dropped. We had shared a room for two nights, had become something neither of us could name properly, and still I felt like a nervous boy when her shoulder appeared bare in sunlight.

No. Not boy. That word no longer fitted without complaint. When she was dressed, she came to stand beside me, facing the bed. “I meant what I said last night,” she said. “You do not have to go back because the weekend is over.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then we make practical choices.”

“Practical?”

“Yes. Dull, necessary, survivable choices. You can stay at mine for a while if you want. You can explore this slowly. Dressing, names, who you tell, who you do not tell, what support you need. You can decide whether Elodie is a part of you, all of you, or something between.”

“What about us?” I asked.

Verity did not answer quickly. I loved her for that. I feared her for it too.

“I don’t know yet,” she said. “I know what I feel changed. I know I stopped coaching you and started seeing you. I know that when Oliver hurt you, I was not protecting an asset. I was protecting you. Elodie.” Her voice held, but only just. “I also know I began this selfishly.”

“You said that yesterday.”

“I am repeating it because you are very good at turning other people’s selfishness into your responsibility.” That was too true to argue with before breakfast. She moved closer to the bed and touched the pile of Elodie’s clothes. “I wanted a solution. I wanted my mother off my back. I wanted Oliver blocked. I saw something in you and thought I could use it well enough that using it might be forgiven.”

“That sounds ugly.”

“It is not pretty.”

“Neither was my life before this.”

Verity looked at me then.

I could have chosen Elliot in that moment. I think she would have let me. She might have been disappointed, might have hidden it badly, might have made coffee with too much force and reorganised her entire kitchen before evening, but she would have let me.

That made choosing Elodie harder. I went to the bed and picked up the cream bra. My hands shook, but not as badly as before. Verity did not speak.

Underwear first. Then the bra, fastened at the front and turned, a trick that had once felt like a confession and now felt like knowledge. Forms settled into place. Suspender belt. Stockings. The seam went wrong on the left leg, and I fixed it without swearing. That felt like a larger victory than it should have been.

The blouse was light and smooth, with small buttons. The navy skirt sat at the waist and fell just below the knee. The cardigan made the outfit look softer, more like a woman travelling home after a weekend at a smart hotel.

I stood before the mirror without makeup and without the wig.

Halfway again.

Verity came to the dressing table when I sat. She did not ask whether I wanted help. She waited until I looked at her in the mirror.

“Please,” I said.

She did my face simply. Not the careful garden party look, not the candlelit dinner version. Travel makeup. Clean skin, light foundation, a little correction, brows, mascara, a touch of blush, lipstick in the rose shade I had begun to think of as mine.

She handed me the lipstick brush for the final pass. I did it myself, slowly, and she corrected only one edge.

Then came the wig. The chestnut hair waited on its stand. The same wig that had made Elodie appear in Verity’s bedroom. The same hair that had moved in the hotel lobby, across the lawn, under Oliver’s gaze, beneath Verity’s hand. It was only hair made for wearing, and also not only that at all.

I fitted the cap myself. Then I picked up the wig. Verity stood behind me but did not lift a hand. I placed it carefully, back a fraction from the first attempt, then forward again. I adjusted the sides, drew the waves near my cheeks, checked the part. Verity’s fingers came in only at the end, correcting the hairline by a breath, smoothing one section over my shoulder.

“There,” she said.

I looked in the mirror.

Elodie looked back.

Not weekend Elodie. Not Verity’s invented girlfriend, built for Camilla, Oliver and the Shaw family machine. Just Elodie, dressed to leave. She looked nervous. Of course she did. But there was something steadier beneath it now. She had been seen. She had been frightened. She had been protected. She had chosen to return. “I’m leaving as her,” I said.

“Yes.”

“No one is making me.”

“No.”

“I needed to say that.”

“I know.”

Verity’s hand touched my shoulder. I covered it with mine. We went downstairs together. Checkout was ordinary in a way that felt miraculous. The receptionist smiled at Verity, then at me.

“Did you enjoy your stay, Miss Hart?”

Miss Hart.

“Yes,” I said. “Thank you. It was memorable.”

Verity made a small sound beside me, almost a laugh.

In the lounge, the Shaws were gathering themselves for departures. Richard stood near the fireplace, already looking as if he missed the party now that it no longer required anything of him. Camilla spoke to a porter about luggage. Tabitha was draped over an armchair with sunglasses on, despite being indoors.

Richard saw us and came over first.

“My girls,” he said, with less champagne in him this time and more feeling. He kissed Verity, then kissed my cheek. “Elodie, a pleasure. I hope we haven’t frightened you off.”

The answer should have been easy. A polite no, not at all. But Richard’s kindness, vague as it often was, deserved better. “Only a little,” I said.

He laughed. “Good. A little fear keeps the world turning.”

Camilla approached with the measured pace of a woman who had never once hurried for anyone else’s comfort. Her eyes moved over me, and for once I did not feel examined.

“Elodie,” she said. “You are leaving?”

“Yes.”

“She held out her hand, then seemed to reconsider and kissed my cheek instead. Cool perfume. Smooth skin. A gesture of approval so restrained it might have been invisible to anyone who had not spent the weekend trying to earn permission to breathe.

When she drew back, she said quietly, “Take care of her. But don’t be too obedient.”

I looked at her. Verity was speaking to Richard and did not hear. “I’ll try.”

Camilla nodded. “Trying is acceptable. People who promise usually disappoint.”

That was probably the warmest thing she had ever said to anyone. Tabitha rose from the armchair and came over, sunglasses pushed into her hair.

“Well, Elodie Hart. You survived us.”

“Barely.”

“Barely counts. Most of this family runs on barely.”

She hugged Verity first, whispering something that made Verity close her eyes for a second. Then she hugged me. It was brief, firm and unexpected. “If you ever need someone to tell you what Verity is hiding from herself, ring me,” she murmured. “I enjoy family intrigue.”

“I’ll remember.”

As we stepped outside, the car was already waiting.

The morning had grown warm. The sun shone on the gravel. No one screamed. No one pointed. No one stopped us at the threshold and demanded to know which person I was supposed to be. The driver opened the door, greeted us as ladies, and took the luggage.

I got into the car as Elodie.

The door closed.

Rookmere Hall stood behind us, pale in the light, already turning the weekend into memory. Verity sat beside me and let out a breath.

“That,” she said, “could have gone worse. My mother behaved better than predicted.”

“She kissed my cheek.”

“She did. I may need a moment to process that.”

The car moved down the drive. I looked back until the hotel disappeared behind trees.

Only then did I understand that I had expected something to happen when we left. Some collapse. Some demand from the universe that Elodie return her borrowed body at the gate. But nothing changed. The wig stayed in place. The skirt rested over my knees. My lipstick remained. Verity sat beside me, close enough that her hand could reach mine if either of us dared.

So I dared.

I placed my hand on the seat between us.

She looked at it.

Then took it.

For a while, we travelled in silence.

The countryside slipped by: fields, hedges, villages, signs for places I did not know. Sunday cyclists leaned into the lanes. Families queued outside pubs. A woman in a red coat walked a dog along a verge. The world had the calm indifference of a place that had not been waiting for my revelation and did not mind having missed the announcement.

That helped. At the service station, we stopped again. This time, I got out first. Verity noticed. The same sort of place. Cars, doors, coffee, people who needed toilets and sandwiches and did not need my life story. The driver went to stretch his legs. Verity looked at me.

“Coffee?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want me to order?”

I thought of the barista on the way out. Madam. The shock of it. The tiny survival. “No,” I said. “I’ll do it.” Inside, the queue was short. A man in a football shirt moved aside to let me pass near the counter. The barista asked what I wanted.

“Latte, please,” I said. “Medium.”

“Name?”

“Elodie.”

The word came out cleanly.

She wrote it on the cup.

That was all.

A name in black marker on cardboard.

It should not have mattered.

When I returned to Verity, she looked at the cup and smiled.

“Elodie with a latte.”

On the final stretch home, we talked properly. Not constantly. Not in one of those exhausting conversations where every emotion is dragged into the room and made to stand under a lamp. But honestly. In pieces.

Verity asked what I needed first. I said time. She said good, because she was bad at sainthood and worse at relationships. I asked whether she really wanted me to stay. She said yes, but not if staying meant I stopped choosing. I asked what we were. She looked out of the window for a long time before answering.

“Something real that began as a joke,” she said.

That felt about right.

Back at Verity’s flat, the interiors shop below was closed. The street was quiet. Someone had placed a pot of yellow flowers outside their door, and the sight of them nearly made me cry for no reason except that I was tired and still Elodie and the world kept containing ordinary beauty without warning.

Inside, the flat smelled of coffee and the candle Verity had forgotten to blow out before we left, but had, thankfully, not destroyed the building. She took the cases to the bedroom. I stood in the living room.

The green sofa. The flowers. The kitchen island. The place where she had first said girlfriend as if it were a solvable problem. The doorway where I had left, saying I was not Elodie. The same room, but altered because I was altered inside it.

Verity returned carrying my old clothes.

Elliot’s clothes.

She placed them on the chair.

Not hidden. Not thrown away. Folded.

“I didn’t know what you’d want done with them,” she said.

I looked at them.

Jeans. T-shirt. Grey jumper. A small pile of retreat. But not evil. Not shameful. Just clothes from a life that had not known how to hold me properly.

“They can stay there for now.”

“All right.”

I went to the bedroom mirror.

Elodie looked tired.

The journey had softened the makeup. The wig needed brushing. The skirt had creased slightly from the car. She looked less perfect than she had at the hotel, and therefore more real.

I removed the wig.

Not because I wanted to stop being her.

Because I needed to see.

The cap came off too. My own hair fell flat. Elliot’s face, softened by makeup, looked back above Elodie’s clothes. Neither one thing nor another. Once, that would have horrified me. Now it seemed almost tender.

Verity stood in the doorway.

She did not speak.

I looked at myself for a long time.

There he was. Elliot. Not gone. Not dead. Not erased by a dress and a weekend of being called another name. He looked tired, wary, but less lost than he had on Wednesday morning. Perhaps because he had carried me far enough to choose something.

“Hello,” I said to him, very quietly.

Verity’s face changed. I brushed my hair back, then looked at the wig on the dressing table. It waited. No longer frightening in the same way. No longer a final trick from Verity’s hand. I picked it up myself, fitted it again, adjusted the part, drew the chestnut waves forward, and watched Elodie return.

Verity came into the room slowly.

“You chose her again.”

“Yes.”

She looked at me in the mirror.

“And now?”

I touched the ends of the wig where they rested near my collarbone.

“Now I think I’d like dinner.”

Verity’s mouth curved.

“Here?”

“No.”

The answer surprised both of us, though not for long.

“Out,” I said. “Somewhere local. Nothing grand. No family. No Oliver. No performance.”

Verity stepped closer, her reflection beside mine.

“As Verity and Elodie?”

I turned from the mirror.

“Yes.”

There was a pause in which the whole weekend seemed to draw breath.

Then Verity kissed me.

Not on the cheek this time.

It was gentle, because we both needed gentleness. Her hands came to my waist, and mine found her shoulders. There was no audience, no lie to maintain, no family to persuade. Only the truth of her mouth on mine and the strange calm of wanting something without waiting for instruction.

When she drew back, her eyes were wet.

Verity Shaw, nearly crying in her own bedroom because the fake girlfriend she had invented had asked to go out for dinner. Naturally, I loved her a little more for looking irritated by it.

“Your lipstick,” she said.

“Is it ruined?”

“Yes.”

“Can you fix it?”

She smiled.

“I can teach you.”

So she did.

At the dressing table, under the clear light, Verity showed me how to clean the edge, how to add colour, how to blot, how to check without panicking. I did most of it myself. She corrected one corner, then kissed the air near my temple as if resisting the real thing for the sake of the lipstick.

We went to a small Italian place two streets away.

Nothing fancy. Wooden tables, candles in jars, a waiter who called us ladies and asked if we wanted the window table. Verity ordered wine. I ordered pasta without apologising for needing an extra minute. We talked about ordinary things first because ordinary things had become precious: food, work, Verity’s sister, my flat, the basil woman opposite the hotel room, the cake shaped like Richard’s childhood home.

Then we talked about tomorrow.

Not all of it.

Enough.

I would stay at Verity’s for a few days. Then maybe a week. We would collect clothes from my flat. I would look for work, but not by pretending the old version of me had to apply for every job. Elodie might need papers eventually, appointments, support, time, and patience.

Verity listened.

That was new too. Not that she had never listened before. But now she listened without turning every feeling into a plan before it had finished breathing. At the end of dinner, she reached across the table and took my hand.

“I need to say something. I chose you because I trusted you, and because I saw something. But somewhere between the service station and my mother kissing your cheek, I stopped pretending too.” My throat tightened. “Elodie stopped being useful,” she said. “She became you.”

I looked down at our hands.

“I started by pretending to be your girlfriend,” I said. “But somewhere over the weekend, I began feeling like one.” The waiter arrived with the bill at exactly the wrong moment, because life has no respect for individual storylines.

Outside, evening had settled over the street. The air was mild. Windows glowed. A cyclist passed with a paper bag swinging from one handlebar. Nobody knew who I had been on Wednesday. Nobody knew what name had been written on a coffee cup that morning. Nobody knew the old clothes were folded on Verity’s chair.

Verity took my hand.

This time, I did not wait for her to lead.

I walked beside her.

I had agreed to be Verity’s girlfriend for one weekend. By that night, the lie had ended, and Elodie was still holding her hand.
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