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Chapter 1: The Man in the Navy Suit

I had three rules at Vale & Rowe.

Never arrive before nine unless a client was paying for breakfast. Never carry your own coffee if somebody junior was nearby. Never apologise in a meeting unless the apology could somehow be turned into an advantage.

They were not official rules, obviously. Human Resources had official rules. Cassandra Vale had official rules. Miranda Shaw had a filing system so precise she could extract data with her mind (or so it seemed) and woe betide anyone who broke her rules and didn’t fill in the online paperwork properly.

Mine were more useful. At least to me.

I was thirty-four, senior sales executive, top biller for two years running, and still young enough to enjoy walking through the glass doors in a fitted navy suit while the reception team looked up at looked at me with admiration and maybe a touch of fear. That is a particular kind of pleasure, the kind men pretend not to notice. The quick flick of eyes. The small adjustment in posture. The fact that people knew, before I had opened my mouth, that I was somebody who mattered. At least, that was how I thought back then.

Vale & Rowe occupied three floors of an old building near Holborn, refurbished to make it suitably exclusive. Pale wood, black metal, too many ferns and meeting rooms named after Greek virtues nobody in the sales department possessed. Integrity. Temperance. Prudence.

I closed a six-figure account in Prudence once while lying so smoothly about delivery capacity that even I nearly believed myself.

I was good at my job.

That was the point people often missed when they complained about me. I was not one of those mediocre men kept afloat by over confidence and slick suits. I brought money in. I knew when a client wanted reassurance, when they wanted flattery, when they wanted to feel they had beaten us down on price. I remembered wives’ names, golf handicaps, children’s schools, preferred whisky brands and whether a man liked being called “mate” after the third drink.

The back office did not like me, but the board tolerated quite a lot for the revenue I bought in.

That morning, I arrived at nine seventeen with sunglasses still on, despite the sky outside being a flat London grey. My phone was pressed to my ear. A client from Birmingham was way too jovial for this time in the morning, which meant he had spent most of the night thinking about the new deal and was about to ask for a discount.

“Alan, I’m telling you, you’ll be bored with anyone else,” I said, crossing reception without slowing down. “They’ll show you charts. We’ll show you results. There’s a difference.”

Jess on reception lifted a hand in greeting. I gave her two fingers and pointed at the coffee station. She stared at me for half a second.

I lowered the phone with a slight irritation. “Americano. Splash of milk.”

Her mouth tightened. I smiled and returned to Alan. “No, not you. Office chaos. You know what it’s like.”

By the time I reached the sales floor, Gemma and Sonia were standing by the printer, both holding mugs, both watching me with the faintly amused expression women use when they have already discussed you and reached a verdict.

Gemma worked in client coordination and had the kind of glossy fringe that looked quirky and slightly out of place in this kind of office environment. Sonia handled proposals, which meant she had saved at least three of my deals from collapsing under the weight of my own optimism. They were both in their twenties, sharp, quick and fond of laughing at things I did not find funny.

“Morning, Oliver,” Gemma said.

“Ladies.”

Sonia looked at my empty hand. “Jess making your coffee again?”

“Important call.”

Gemma snorted into her mug.

I liked making them laugh, even when they were laughing at me. There was a warmth in it. It made the office feel like a place built around my movement through it: reception, printer, desk, meeting room, applause. All hail the magnificent Oliver.

My desk overlooked the street. That had not been an accident. I had argued for it during the reshuffle, which meant I had simply sat there for two weeks until Facilities stopped trying to move me. It was a good desk, broad enough for two monitors and a view of the city that seemed to energise me more than a blank wall.

There was a folder waiting on my chair.

I picked it up between finger and thumb. “What’s this?”

Sonia leaned over the divider. “Briefing pack for the Bennett Ellison prep meeting. Miranda dropped it off.”

“Did she?”

“She said you need to read it before eleven.”

“That sounds like Miranda. Deeply committed to the fantasy that anyone reads briefing packs.”

Sonia looked at me for a little too long. “You might want to read that one.”

“Why?”

“Because Cassandra is chairing.”

Cassandra Vale was operations director, co-founder, shareholder and the only person in the building who could make a lift feel like a bomb waiting to go off. She was not loud. Loud people give you room to fight back. Cassandra did not. She had a way of looking at a weak answer and pulling it apart with forensic precision.

She was somewhere between forty-eight and fifty-five. Nobody knew exactly. The office had theories, but they were always whispered, because Cassandra had the kind of cheekbones and calm that made gossip feel like a childish hobby. I suspected she had some cosmetic work done over the last few years. She wore ivory blouses, dark skirts, narrow and expensive watches and shoes that made almost no sound on the polished floor. I had seen grown men stop brought to tears by her sharp and unforgiving tongue.

I respected her. I also avoided giving her unnecessary opportunities to speak to me.

“Cassandra’s chairing because Bennett Ellison is fussy,” I said. “They want to feel loved by senior leadership. I shall blow them a kiss across the boardroom and charm the pants off them with my winning smile.”

“They’re reviewing the operational support package,” Sonia said. “It isn’t just sales.”

“Everything is sales, Sonia. It’s just a fact of life.”

Gemma glanced towards the executive corridor. “Say that in front of Miranda.”

I sat down and tossed the folder onto my desk. “Miranda has many fine qualities.”

“Name one.”

“She can book a meeting room and ensure I get paid the right amount of commission.”

Gemma folded her arms. “That’s your example?”

“It’s the only one I really care about.”

Sonia said, “You really do think assistants just book rooms.”

“I think assistants assist. It’s in the title. If they wanted mystery and prestige, they should have called themselves corporate sorcerers.”

Gemma laughed despite herself. That was the trouble with me. Even people who disliked me sometimes enjoyed me in small doses.

I opened my laptop, ignored the folder and spent the next hour polishing my numbers for the Bennett Ellison presentation. They were good numbers. Better than good. I had found the account, warmed it up, pulled them away from a competitor and dragged the contract to the edge of signature. The operational details could be handled by those who found pleasure in bookkeeping columns, process timelines and telling other adults that a room was unavailable at three.

At ten fifty-three, I walked into the meeting carrying nothing but my laptop and a pen I had stolen from reception.

The room was called Fortitude, which seemed excessive for a space with frosted glass and a conference phone that never worked first time. Cassandra sat at the head of the table, already reading. Miranda sat to her right with a notebook open, tablet beside it, two neat stacks of paper aligned with the table edge. She wore a charcoal dress, low heels, silver earrings and an expression that suggested she had been disappointed by an episode of sloppy data management.

Miranda Shaw was not technically Cassandra’s secretary. The title on her email signature was Senior Executive Assistant, Office of the Operations Director. This distinction mattered to her, if not to anyone else.”

She looked up as I entered. “Oliver. Where is your briefing pack?”

I lifted the laptop as if this was an answer.

There were eight people in the room: Cassandra, Miranda, me, two partners, Sonia from proposals, a finance manager called Edmund, and a nervous junior consultant who still wore his pass on a lanyard as if he was frightened of getting lost.

Cassandra did not lift her head. “Sit down, Mr Hart.”

I sat.

Miranda slid a copy of the agenda towards me. “We’re starting with delivery structure, then client sensitivities, then commercial close.”

“Lovely.”

“You’ll need page four.” Her eyes moved over my empty hands, my unopened laptop, my relaxed posture. “I’m sure you’ll try.” There was a tiny silence. Sonia stared at the table. Edmund pretended to read his notes.

I smiled. Miranda did not.

Cassandra turned a page. “Mr Hart, give us your summary.”

That was my favourite kind of invitation. Open floor. No slides. No interruption. Just me and the air.

“Bennett Ellison want certainty,” I said, leaning back. “They are nervous because they’ve grown quickly and their internal systems are a mess. They’ve tried two consultancies already. One over charged and failed to deliver. One under charged and failed to deliver. We always deliver.”

Cassandra looked up. “Some might challenge that.”

A small ripple moved around the room. Not laughter exactly. Recognition.

I continued. “They need to feel handled. Not lectured. The chair, Martin Webb, likes direct language. Finance will push on cost, but they have the budget. The real influence is Paula Bennett. She says little in meetings, but Alan tells me she makes the decision at the end of the day.”

“Alan?” Cassandra asked.

“Their commercial director.”

Miranda made a note. I saw it and smiled. “Don’t worry, Miranda, I’ll spell the difficult names later.”

Her pen stopped. Sonia looked at me sharply.

Cassandra’s face did not change. “Continue.”

I gave them the rest cleanly. Client mood, competitor weakness, likely objections, room dynamics, expected close. I was good. I knew I was good. Even Cassandra listened. That was how it worked. People could dislike the wrapping, but the gift was still useful.

Then we reached delivery structure.

Miranda placed a printed timeline in front of Cassandra. “The issue is capacity. If we agree to the accelerated start date Oliver discussed, we need to move two internal workshops and pull Marcus from the Vereker account.”

“I discussed a preferred start date,” I said. “Not agreed.”

Miranda looked at her notes. “You wrote, ‘We can absolutely make that happen.’”

“That’s called keeping a client warm.”

“It was sent as confirmation.”

Edmund shifted in his chair and cleared his throat. “The resourcing cost would be significant.”

“The cost of losing them is larger,” I said, shrugging as if this was obvious to everyone.

Miranda turned a page. “There is also a board pack due that week. Cassandra is in Manchester on Tuesday, Berlin on Wednesday and Thursday, then back for the Harcourt review. If Bennett Ellison starts then, the diary pressure becomes severe.”

“Diary pressure,” I said. “Right.”

Miranda looked up. “Yes.”

I leaned back. “We are not going to lose Bennett Ellison because Cassandra has a busy week.”

“No,” Miranda said. “But we may damage the account if you promise a start date the business cannot support.”

There was a pause. I smiled. “That sounds rather dramatic for calendar work.”

Miranda’s pen remained still in her hand. “Calendar work?”

“Come on, Miranda. You know what I mean.”

“I’d rather you said what you mean.”

Cassandra closed the folder in front of her. The sound was small, but the room changed. “Mr Hart,” she said. “Say it clearly.”

I should have stopped there. I knew that even then. There are small warnings in a room, tiny changes in temperature. I saw Sonia’s eyes lower. I saw Edmund freeze with his pen halfway to the page. I saw Miranda sitting very still. But I had an audience, and an audience was an old weakness.

“I think this company sometimes confuses administration with strategy. Bennett Ellison will not sign because our diary is clear. They will sign because I know how to make them comfortable with risk.”

Miranda’s face did not move. “And when your comfort creates promises other people have to keep?”

“Then other people do the work they’re paid to do.” Her cheeks changed colour. Not much. Just enough. Cassandra watched me without expression. I kept going. “I’m not saying the administration and resources aren’t useful. They are. Very useful. But it’s all support work. Rooms, calls, papers, coffee, calendars, manpower. Let’s not pretend it is the same as closing a major account that can bring in significant income.”

The room went still. Miranda shut her notebook. She did it carefully, aligning the cover with the page corners before she placed her pen on top. I suspected she was more than a little OCD.

“You think my work is rooms, calls, papers, coffee and calendars?”

“I think you’re excellent at all of them.”

Sonia said, “Oliver.” It was soft, but there was warning in it. I ignored her.

Miranda looked at me for a long moment. “You sent the Bennett Ellison revised proposal to the wrong Paula last week.” My smile thinned. “You booked Alan Croft into the wrong entrance for the stakeholder lunch,” she continued. “You offered Martin Webb a Friday review slot when Cassandra was already in Manchester. You omitted the procurement attachment from the first version of the pack, and you referred to their interim finance director as Stephen when his name is Simon.”

I felt heat move up my neck.

“That,” Miranda said, “was before Tuesday.” The junior consultant stared at her as if she had opened a window in a burning room.

I sat forward. “And yet who brought the account in?”

“Not alone.”

“No, of course. There were attachments. There were calendar invitations. Perhaps we should put your initials on the contract.”

Miranda’s jaw tightened.

Cassandra said, “Enough.”

But I did not leave it. That was the thing about old versions of yourself. They often keep talking after the sensible part of you has quietly left the building. I looked at Miranda and gave her my best client smile, the one that usually softened objection into surrender. “Don’t take it personally. You are very good at your role. But some roles are support roles. There’s no shame in that. Not everyone is built to lead from the front.”

Her eyes did not move from mine.

The silence afterwards had weight.

Cassandra stood. Everyone else followed, not because the meeting was over, but because Cassandra Vale standing up made remaining seated feel personally dangerous.

“Mr Hart,” she said. “Stay behind.”

My stomach gave a small, unfamiliar drop. A one on one with Cassandra wasn’t in my diary for the day.  The others gathered their papers. Chairs moved softly. Sonia did not look at me as she passed. Edmund escaped with the speed of a man grateful not to be noticed. The junior consultant nearly walked into the glass door on his way out.

Miranda remained seated for a moment. She collected Cassandra’s papers, tapped them once on the table, then rose. At the door, she paused beside me.

“I lead every day,” she said quietly. “You’re just too busy performing to notice.”

Then she left.

That should have irritated me. Instead, it landed somewhere awkward and stayed there. Cassandra remained at the head of the table. She looked out through the glass wall towards the office, where people were pretending not to watch.

“Do you know why I hired you, Mr Hart?”

I adjusted my cuff. “My charm?”

“No.”

“My numbers, then.”

“Yes. Your numbers. Your nerve. Your ability to read a client quickly and act before slower people have found the door.”

“I’ll take that.”

“You should. It is the last compliment you will receive from me today.”

I said nothing. Cassandra turned back to me. “You are profitable. You are also careless, vain and corrosive.”

“That seems a little strong.”

“It was edited for brevity.”

I gave a short laugh. Outside the room, I could see Miranda at her desk. She was speaking to someone on the phone, one hand moving across her keyboard, eyes on one screen while the other displayed Cassandra’s diary. She looked composed. Efficient. Untouched.

Cassandra followed my gaze. “Miss Shaw has protected you more often than you know.”

“I’m sure she has a spreadsheet for everything.”

“She has judgement. Loyalty. Memory. Discipline. Those qualities are rarer than confidence.”

I looked back at Cassandra. “Am I being formally warned?”

“Not yet.”

“Then what is this?”

She picked up her folder and held it against her hip. “A correction.”

Something in the way she said it made me feel suddenly less amused.

“With respect,” I said, which meant with none, “I’ve just spent six months bringing Bennett Ellison to the table. If the price of that is one bruised assistant, I suspect the business will survive.”

Cassandra studied me. She had dark eyes. I had never noticed how dark until then. Not warm, not cold. Assessing.

“You still think this is about Miss Shaw’s feelings.”

“Isn’t it?”

“No. It is about your failure to understand work you depend on. It is about contempt for others. It is about a man so pleased with his own reflection that he mistakes appearances for value.”

I stood as well, though I was not sure why. Perhaps because sitting beneath her gaze had started to feel like accepting a position I had not agreed to occupy.

“I bring value.”

“You bring revenue.”

“Same thing, in most companies.”

“Not in mine.”

There it was. The quiet ownership. Mine. Cassandra did not raise her voice. She did not need to. Vale & Rowe had another name on the door, but everybody knew whose standards held the place together. I looked through the glass again. People scattered their attention too quickly. Gemma turned back to the printer. Sonia lowered her head over her laptop. Miranda kept typing.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked. “Apologise? Fine. I’ll apologise.”

“No,” Cassandra said.

“No?”

“An apology would only give you room for manoeuvre.”

I frowned. “Then what?”

She walked to the door and opened it. For one hopeful second, I thought she was dismissing me. Instead, she looked back. “My office. Nine tomorrow morning. Bring your employment contract.”

I laughed once. “My contract?”

“I trust you have a copy somewhere.”

“Why?”

Cassandra’s gaze moved over me, from my expensive suit to my polished shoes, then back to my face.

“Because, Mr Hart, I don’t think you’ve read it properly. As usual”

She left me in Fortitude with my stolen pen, my unopened laptop and the first uneasy feeling of the day. Outside, Miranda was still at her desk.

She did not look up.


Chapter 2: The Clause

I did not sleep well.

A bad meeting could be managed. A bruised ego could be polished back to shine by lunch, all misdemeanours forgotten. Even Cassandra Vale, with her dark eyes and quiet little verdicts, was ultimately part of the same corporate machinery as the rest of us. She had power. So did I. Mine arrived in the shape of signed contracts, client dinners, bonus figures and the kind of quarterly revenue that made senior partners forgive almost anything after two glasses of Rioja.

But lying awake at three in the morning because a woman had told me to bring my employment contract? That felt beneath me.

I had not seen the thing since I signed it. Nobody reads an employment contract properly. You scan the salary, check the bonus structure, look for car allowance, notice something boring about confidentiality, and sign before the recruiter can start talking about pension contributions. The rest exists for people who enjoy long paragraphs and using the word “whereas” without embarrassment.

At six thirty, after staring at the ceiling long enough to start hating it, I got up and searched my personal email.

Vale & Rowe contract final.

That was the subject line.

The attachment opened after three failed password attempts and a brief moment of wondering whether I had used an ex-girlfriend’s dog’s name, which would have been par for the course for me. There it was, all forty-two pages of it. My signature sat at the bottom.

I scrolled.

Remuneration. Restrictive covenants. Confidentiality. Conduct. Performance. Garden leave. Termination. Data security. Expenses. Nothing about being summoned by an operations director like a boy caught smoking behind the gym.

I searched for “reassignment”.

Three results.

One of them mentioned “reasonable temporary reassignment of duties in line with business need”. That did not sound alarming. Companies loved clauses like that. It meant you might be asked to attend a dull away day in Reading.

By seven fifteen, I had convinced myself Cassandra was bluffing. Or not bluffing exactly, because Cassandra did not seem like the type to bluff. More likely she was going to make some bloodless point about operational culture, issue a formal warning, extract an apology to Miranda, and send me back into the office slightly inconvenienced but intact.

I dressed carefully. Dark charcoal suit. White shirt. Navy tie. Black Oxfords. Watch understated enough to imply I had better ones. If Cassandra wanted a disciplinary spectacle, she would get a man who knew how to stand in one.

I arrived at Vale & Rowe at eight forty-one. Jess looked up from reception. Her expression was polite and cool.

“Morning,” I said.

“Morning, Oliver.”

No coffee appeared.

Fair enough. I was on my best behaviour for a change. On the sales floor, my desk had a strange air around it, as if people had been discussing it and then stopped when the owner returned. Gemma and Sonia were both already at their screens. Too early for Sonia, who believed mornings were a form of torture.

“Big day?” I said.

Gemma glanced up. “You tell us.”

“I have a meeting with Cassandra.”

“We know.”

Sonia did not look at me. “She asked Miranda for your Bennett Ellison file at half eight.”

“Did she?”

“And your projected sales figures.”

“They’re excellent. She’ll enjoy those.”

Sonia turned in her chair then. Her face was not amused. “Oliver, whatever you think this is, take it seriously.”

There was something almost kind in the way she said it, which irritated me because it suggested I needed kindness.

“I always take Cassandra seriously.” Gemma gave a small wince/

Sonia turned back to her screen. “Fine.”

That was the problem with women in offices. They could end a conversation without losing it. Men needed doors, a chair pushed back, a casual banging of something. Women could simply say fine and make the air around you feel colder.

At eight fifty-six, I took the lift to the third floor.

Cassandra’s office was at the far end of the executive corridor, past a run of glass front rooms and the senior finance area where people spoke in low voices and looked as if they had the weight of the world on their shoulders.

Miranda’s desk sat outside Cassandra’s door. It was not a desk so much as a command station. Two monitors, a docking screen, a phone with more buttons than seemed necessary, a tablet, a neat tray of signed documents, three pens aligned beside a leather notebook.

Miranda looked up as I approached.

She wore a cream blouse that morning, sleeves buttoned at the wrist, with a dark green skirt and simple heels. Her hair was pinned back and her face looked fresh and healthy.

“Morning, Miranda,” I said, conscious that I would soon need to apologise to her, something that was still sticking in my craw.

“Oliver.”

No sharpness. No warmth. The absence of both was worse.

“I assume I’m expected.”

“Yes.”

“Should I knock?”

“Yes.”

I knocked. Cassandra’s voice came through the door. “Enter.”

The office smelled of coffee and Cassandra’s perfume – something expensive and tasteful that seemed to cast a spell through the room. The room had a view over the city that was much grander than mine, which made me feel a little jealous. There was none of the personal clutter people use to prove they have some sort of life beyond work. No family photographs. No unnecessary trinkets, a world’s best mum mug or an engraved letter opener. There was a long desk, meticulously kept, a meeting table, three framed architectural prints on the walls, shelves of files and one silver pen placed precisely on a closed folder.

Cassandra stood by the window, phone in hand. She wore a black dress with a narrow belt, pearl earrings and the expression of a woman who had already decided where this particular meeting was going to end up.

“Mr Hart,” she said. “Sit down.”

I sat at the meeting table. She did not.

“Your contract?”

I placed the printed document on the table. Forty-two pages, held together with a black clip because I refused to staple sections individually. Cassandra finally took the seat opposite me and opened the folder in front of her. Inside was another copy of my contract.

Hers had coloured tabs. That meant rather than browse the contract, she had read it carefully. I wondered where she found the time and then suddenly realised this might be an attempt to get rid of me altogether. That made the muscles in my back stiffen slightly. I needed to be careful.

“I reviewed it this morning,” I said for something to say.

“No, you didn’t.”

I gave a small laugh. “I read the relevant parts.”

“You found the parts you thought might matter.”

“That’s usually how relevance works.”

Cassandra’s gaze remained still. “Not today.”

She turned her copy of the contract towards me and tapped one tabbed page with her fingernail. “Section fourteen. Behavioural breach and operational protection.”

I looked down. The page was dense with legal and aggressively uninviting words. I found the heading. Behavioural Breach and Operational Protection. I didn’t remember seeing that bit.

“I assume this is about yesterday,” I said.

“It is about more than yesterday.”

“In that case, I’m prepared to acknowledge the meeting became unnecessarily tense.”

“Unnecessarily tense,” she repeated.

“I could have chosen my words better.”

“Yes.”

“So could Miranda.”

“No.”

The answer came at once. Final. I sat back slightly. “She listed several errors in front of colleagues.”

“Accurately, so I’m lead to believe.”

“She undermined me.”

“She corrected you.”

“I’m the one managing the client relationship.”

“And yet you needed her notes to avoid misnaming their finance director.” My jaw tightened. “Subsection fourteen point three,” she said. “In the event that a senior employee’s conduct damages internal operational culture, creates avoidable delivery risk, exposes the company to reputational harm, or materially undermines support staff, the company may require temporary reassignment, retraining, supervised duties and behavioural assessment as an alternative to formal disciplinary escalation.”

I stared at the paragraph. The words seemed to dance in front of my eyes. “That is very…comprehensive,” I said.

“It was written after a partner threw a laptop bag at a trainee in 2018.”

“Did he hit him?”

“The wall.”

“Then I assume the wall was reassigned.”

Cassandra looked at me. The joke died in the room, small and quietly pathetic.

“This is not the moment, Mr Hart, for levity.”

Something tightened at the back of my neck. “No,” I said. “Of course.”

She turned another page.

“Subsection fourteen point six allows corrective assignment to any department or role the company considers relevant to the breach.”

“Relevant,” I said.

“Yes.”

“And in your view?”

“The role you mocked, perhaps.”

For a second, the words did not mean anything. I heard them, but my mind refused to make sense of them.

“Role?”

“Yes.”

“Miranda’s role?”

“Miss Shaw is my senior executive assistant. The role you will perform is personal secretary to the operations director. That’s me.”

I laughed. I could not help it. It came out sharp and disbelieving, ugly in the quiet room. Cassandra did not react. She just stared at me and that suddenly made me blush. I could feel my face heating up and it was probably the most embarrassing employment moment of my life, as if I had just been caught with my pants down doing something lewd by the water cooler.

“You’re serious.”

“Yes.”

“No. That’s not happening.”

“It is.”

“I’m in the final stage of Bennett Ellison.”

“You have been removed from Bennett Ellison.”

The words landed like a punch in the face. “What?”

“As of seven thirty this morning, Sonia Mehta and Daniel Rowe have taken over the commercial close. Miss Shaw has provided the operational history and corrected the client notes so that they are up to date.”

“You removed me from my own account?”

“Your account? The account belongs to Vale & Rowe.”

“I brought them in.”

“And nearly compromised by trying to rush things through. Plus your lack of respect for process.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“It is documented.”

“By Miranda?”

“There’s a significant digital paper trail. Emails, diary records, proposal revisions and your own messages.”

I stood. The chair moved back with a scrape. Cassandra glanced at it.

“I’m not doing this.”

“You may decline.”

“Good.”

“In that case, we proceed to formal disciplinary review and dismissal.”

“Over one meeting?”

“No.” Cassandra closed the contract. “Over repeated conduct, operational negligence, documented disrespect towards support staff, and yesterday’s public undermining of a senior colleague after direct instruction to stop.”

“You can’t fire me for being rude.”

“We can dismiss you if the review supports gross misconduct. We can withhold the discretionary bonus. We can place you on garden leave during investigation. We can also provide a factual reference should you wish to seek alternative employment.”

There are moments in life when money ceases to be abstract. Until then, my bonus had been a shining future number, already half spent in my head on a car I did not need and a flat upgrade I could not quite justify. Suddenly it was a fragile thing sitting in Cassandra’s folder. My future was literally in her hands.

“You’d burn one of your top performers over nothing? Daniel won’t allow it.”

“Daniel approved it this morning.”

That was a big blow. Daniel Rowe, co-founder, old sales animal, liked me. He once called me a shark in a room full of dolphins, and I’d lost track of the times we’d sat late in the office and drank whiskey and putting the world to rights.

Cassandra slid a single page towards me.

Board approval. Temporary corrective reassignment. Oliver Hart. Effective immediately. That was the gist anyway. Daniel’s signature sat beneath Cassandra’s.

I sat down again. “This is insane,” I said.

“No. It is unusual.”

“It’s humiliating.”

“Yes. It’s meant to be. How else are you going to learn.” I looked at her sharply. Cassandra folded her hands. “Humiliation is not the purpose, however. It may be a result. The purpose is correction.” I said nothing. “You reduce secretarial work to coffee, calls, papers and calendars. You will now learn what the role requires. You will manage my diary, prepare meeting papers, answer my phone, organise client movements, protect access, coordinate internal requests and support executive decision-making under supervision.”

“Under Miranda.”

“Yes.”

“She’ll enjoy that.”

“She will be professional.”

“She hates me.”

Through the window behind Cassandra, London seemed to fade as a mist of grey travelled in from the Thames. Buses moved. People crossed the street. Someone in the building opposite adjusted a blind. The world had not paused to appreciate that my career had just been turned over like a cheap trick.

“What does one month mean?” I asked.

“Twenty working days, beginning tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Today will be preparation for your retraining.”

A cold, unpleasant pause opened between us.

“What preparation?”

Cassandra turned another page. She lifted it up to show me. “For the purposes of the assignment, you will work under the name Olivia Hart.”

The room seemed to tilt slightly. I had expected many things from Cassandra Vale this morning. A warning. A suspension. Some savage professional penance involving spreadsheets and apologies. I had not expected my name to be taken from me in a sentence delivered as calmly as an agenda item.

“No.”

“Your legal name remains Oliver Hart. Your working name during the reassignment will be Olivia Hart.”

“I’m not answering to Olivia.”

“Then you will not complete the assignment. And we will go onto the next step.”

“This is discrimination.”

“No,” Cassandra said. “It is a role-based presentation protocol attached to the corrective assignment. It’s based on your treatment of women in this office that you see as subordinate. Of course, you may refuse it.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because it is true.”

“You know exactly what refusal costs me.”

“Yes.”

The honesty of it was almost worse than manipulation. She did not pretend I had freedom in any meaningful sense.

“Why Olivia?”

“It is close to your name. It also avoids unnecessary speculation.”

“The office will know.”

“The office will be told you have accepted a temporary corrective assignment following misconduct. Details beyond that will not come from this office.”

“They’ll discuss it.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re comfortable with that?”

“I am comfortable with accountability.”

I looked down at my hands. They were good hands. Broad, well kept, masculine without being thick. I noticed the faint line where my watch had pressed against my skin. The smallest details had become suddenly vivid, as if my body was trying to catalogue itself before someone else took inventory.

“What do presentation standards actually mean?”

“Ah, executive assistant standard. Blouses, skirts or dresses, hosiery, appropriate shoes, discreet jewellery, professional makeup and grooming. Hair presentation to be agreed. Nails neat. No visible stubble. No masculine tailoring.”

My skin tightened. “No masculine tailoring,” I repeated.

“Correct.”

“You expect me to walk through that office in a skirt.”

“I expect you to attend work in the required dress standard.”

“As Olivia.”

“Yes.”

“You can’t make me shave my legs for a diary exercise.”

“No. We can require grooming appropriate to the role. You may decline.”

“And go into disciplinary review.”

“Yes.”

“Lose my bonus.”

“Possibly.”

“My account.”

“Already reassigned.”

“My reputation.”

“That is currently in your hands.”

A laugh rose in me and died before it became sound. There was a knock at the door. Cassandra did not look away from me. “Come in.”

Miranda entered carrying a slim folder and a tablet. She saw me, then Cassandra. Whatever she had expected, she kept it hidden behind her face.

“You asked for the training schedule,” she said.

“Thank you, Miss Shaw. Join us.”

Miranda placed the folder in front of Cassandra and sat one chair away from me, not beside me, not opposite. A careful distance. Professional. Controlled. I could smell her perfume, clean and faint, nothing sweet.

Cassandra opened the folder. “Mr Hart has been informed of the reassignment.”

Miranda’s eyes moved to me once.

“I see.”

“He will require training in diary management, telephone protocol, document handling, meeting preparation, visitor reception, client support and conduct at the executive desk.”

Miranda rested one hand on the tablet. “Starting level?”

Cassandra looked at me.

I held Miranda’s gaze. “I can use Outlook.”

Miranda gave the smallest nod. “Then beginner.”

Cassandra said, “You will assess his progress daily. Written notes to me by five thirty.”

“Understood.”

“His working name during the assignment is Olivia Hart.”

For the first time, something changed in Miranda’s expression. Not surprise exactly. A blink held half a second too long. Then she nodded. “Olivia Hart.”

Hearing it from Miranda did something unpleasant to my stomach.

I turned to Cassandra. “Is this embarrassment necessary?”

“Yes.”

Miranda looked at the folder. “If Olivia is working at the executive desk, consistency will matter. Calls, email sign-offs, diary entries, visitor passes. If the role is to be performed properly, the name has to be used properly.”

The room went silent.

I stared at her.

She had not said it with malice. She had said it with her usual functionality. That made it worse. She had stepped past the outrage and gone straight to procedure without even blinking.

Cassandra seemed satisfied. “Exactly.”

Miranda turned a page. “Wardrobe?”

“Arranged for this afternoon.”

My pulse moved hard in my throat.

“Grooming?”

“Also this afternoon.”

Miranda made a note. “Voice and phone manner will take longer.”

“I have a perfectly good phone manner,” I interjected but it was suddenly clear that I was fighting a losing battle.

“You have a sales manner,” Miranda said. “You interrupt, push too much and have poor listening skils. That will not work with this particular role.”

I wanted to answer. Something sharp. Something devastating. Nothing arrived quickly enough. Cassandra stood, which ended the conversation there and then.

“Mr Hart, you will return to your desk and hand over all Bennett Ellison material you have to Sonia Mehta by eleven. At half past eleven, you will meet Miss Shaw in Training Room Two for the first briefing. At one, you will attend grooming and presentation appointments off-site. At half past four, wardrobe fitting. Tomorrow morning, you will report to this office at quarter past eight as Olivia Hart.”

My voice sounded strange when it came out. “And if I decide to refuse?”

“Email me by five confirming your refusal of corrective reassignment and acceptance of formal disciplinary escalation.”

She slid a final document towards me.

It was a consent and acknowledgement form.

Not a contract. Not exactly. Worse, in its neat little way. It summarised the reassignment, the duration, the presentation standards, the supervision, the confidentiality expectations and the fact that I had been offered a disciplinary alternative.

There was a space for my signature. I looked at it for a long time.

My name was typed beneath the line.

Oliver Hart.

For now.

“Can I take legal advice?”

“Yes.”

That surprised me.

Cassandra continued. “You may take legal advice today. The assignment begins tomorrow unless we receive formal refusal by five. If your solicitor raises points we need to review, we will review them. It will not return you to sales.”

“So I’m suspended.”

“No. You are reassigned.”

My pen was in my inside pocket. The same stolen pen from yesterday. I took it out, partly because my hand needed something to do. Cassandra’s voice softened by one degree. “You are not being asked to like this, Mr Hart. You are being given an opportunity to understand what you chose to belittle.”

I looked at Miranda.  She was watching me now. Calmly. She had the expertise. Cassandra had the authority. I had a pen and the remains of a suit that had looked much more impressive in my mirror at home. Sadly, I blushed again.

“If I do this,” I said, “it ends in a month.”

“If you complete it satisfactorily,” Cassandra said.

“What does that mean?”

“You meet the role standards. You follow instruction. You conduct yourself professionally. You receive an acceptable assessment from Miss Shaw.”

“So Miranda decides whether I survive.”

Miranda spoke before Cassandra could.

“No. You decide that. I record what you do.”

The pen felt slippery in my fingers. I suddenly realised that this hadn’t been planned in a rush. I got the impression that Cassandra had been waiting for me to step over the line, even in a small way.

I thought about Daniel Rowe’s signature. Bennett Ellison moving on without me. Sonia avoiding my eyes. Jess withholding coffee that morning like a tiny revolution. The bonus number dissolving. A formal review. A factual reference. The story travelling through London faster than any email I had ever sent.

I thought about walking into the office in a skirt. My body rejected the image so sharply I nearly stood again.

Instead, I signed.

Cassandra took the form, checked the line and placed it in her folder. “Thank you, Mr Hart.”

I looked up. “That’s it?”

“No. It’s the beginning.”

Miranda stood when Cassandra did. I stood a second after them, hating the delay. At the door, Cassandra paused.

“One more thing.”

I turned.

“From this point, Miss Shaw’s instructions carry my authority while you are in training. You will not undermine her, mock her, bargain with her or appeal to me because you dislike her tone. In short, you will do everything she says.”

Cassandra held my gaze. I nodded slightly although I really didn’t want to.

“Say it properly.”

A flicker of irritation moved through me, then something colder. I knew what she wanted. Not obedience but a clear record of it.

“Yes, Ms Vale.”

“Good.”

Miranda opened the door.

The executive corridor seemed brighter than before. Too bright. Down the hall, a partner stepped out of Finance, saw me with Cassandra and Miranda, and immediately looked away. Miranda walked beside me without speaking until we reached her desk.

Then she stopped. “At half past eleven,” she said, “bring a notebook, your laptop, your phone and the right attitude.”

She sat, opened Cassandra’s diary and began typing. I stood there for half a second too long.

“Oliver,” she said, without looking up.

“What?”

“You’re blocking the light.”

I stepped aside.

I walked back towards the lift with the sense that my whole world had suddenly come crashing down.

I was trying to figure out a plan of action when my phone buzzed. A message from Sonia. Need Bennett Ellison handover by 11. Sorry.

Then, beneath it, another message appeared.

Also, Cassandra has asked IT to prepare new email permissions. Olivia.Hart@vale-rowe.co.uk.

For several seconds, I could not move. The lift doors opened on the sales floor.

Gemma looked up. Jess from reception walked past carrying someone else’s coffee.

I stepped out, and for the first time since joining Vale & Rowe, I had no idea what expression to wear.


Chapter 3: Removing Oliver

The handover to Sonia took twenty minutes and felt like watching the entire contents of my flat being plundered by thieves in front of my eyes. .

She sat beside me at my desk with a notebook open, asked for contact histories, pricing notes, private client preferences and decision patterns, then typed while I spoke. No fuss. No lecture. Just methodical extraction.

“Alan Croft likes calls after four,” I said. “Never before lunch. He thinks it makes him look busy.”

Sonia nodded. “Paula Bennett?”

“Quiet in meetings. Watches Martin. If she asks about implementation, answer directly. No foggy language.”

“Foggy?”

“When people say things like ‘robust framework’ because they don’t know the answer to a particular question.”

She looked at me briefly. “You use that phrase quite a lot.”

I remembered she was taking my account and scowled a little. Unedifying, I suppose, but it made me feel a little better. “Martin Webb likes printed packs,” I said. “Good paper. Not the cheap stuff from the third floor printer. He notices.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“Miranda put it in the briefing note.”

Of course she had.

On the wall beyond Sonia, the sales board still had my name at the top from the previous quarter. Oliver Hart. White letters. Best performer. Highest conversion. Largest retained value. I looked at it for too long.

Sonia followed my gaze. “You could still handle this properly,” she said.

“I am handing over my own account to someone who isn’t qualified.”

She ignored the jibe. “That isn’t what I mean.”

“No?”

She rested her fingers on the keyboard. Sonia had neat hands, short nails painted a dark red I had never noticed before. I was noticing ridiculous things that morning. Nails. Sleeves. The line of a blouse tucked into a waistband. The soft click of women’s shoes on the office floor.

“You were warned,” she said.

I turned back to her. “Do you think I deserve it?”

Her expression changed only slightly. “I think you thought nobody could touch you. Now you have an answer to that.” She looked me up and down as she too knew that this was coming all along. It made me feel a little sick to the stomach.

She took the final notes, thanked me without warmth and sent the handover email while sitting at my desk. Daniel Rowe was copied in. Cassandra Vale was copied in. Miranda Shaw was copied in.

I watched the message leave my outbox. A minute later, the Bennett Ellison folder disappeared from a shared drive.

At eleven twenty-seven, I arrived at Training Room Two carrying my laptop, my phone and a notebook I had taken from the stationery cupboard. The room had a round table, six chairs and a whiteboard with yesterday’s half-erased strategy map still on it. Someone had written “client journey” in green marker and drawn three arrows leading nowhere. That seemed appropriate somehow.

Miranda was already there.

She had set out two printed documents, a laptop stand, a slim stack of file folders and a glass of water. Her own notebook was open. She looked up as I entered and glanced at the clock.

“Three minutes early,” she said. “That’s at least a good start.”

“I do have hidden depths.”

“Punctuality is a basic requirement. Sit down.”

I sat. There was still a part of me that thought this was some early April Fool’s joke and that sooner or later everyone was going to burst through the doors laughing. I’d pretend that I knew all along and people wouldn’t believe me. But that was okay. Everything would be back to normal.

Miranda slid one of the documents towards me. “This is the training outline. Today is only an introduction. The actual work begins tomorrow.”

“Actual work. Right.”

She waited until I stopped leaning back like a bored schoolboy. I sat forward, annoyed with myself for obeying before she had said a word.

“You will learn diary control, phone protocol, document handling, meeting preparation, visitor management, internal filtering and executive discretion,” she said. “You will also learn how to sit at the desk without making everyone around you suspicious.”

“Of what, exactly?”

There was no answer. I opened the document. It was three pages long and formatted with headings, timings and outcomes. Miranda had probably put my punishment into bullet points before breakfast.

“I gather you didn’t put this all together overnight,” I said. She didn’t answer again. I looked at her. “You’re enjoying this.”

Miranda closed her notebook. The small sound sounded larger than it should have.

“I am losing time today because of you,” she said. “Cassandra is losing time because of you. Sonia has inherited a difficult account because of you. Gemma is covering proposal checks because of you. Jess has been told not to discuss this because of you. Nobody’s day has improved.” Miranda tapped the page in front of me. “So no, Oliver. I am not enjoying it. But I am going to do it properly.”

I looked down at the training outline.

She let me read the first section, then said, “Your problem is ignorance and bad habits.”

“I have very successful habits.”

“Oliver’s habits made Oliver successful in sales. This is different. Those same habits will make Olivia fail in her new role”

I kept my eyes on the document. “Don’t call me that.”

“I have to.”

“No. Cassandra has to. You don’t.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Why?”

“Because tomorrow everyone else will.”

I said nothing.

Miranda leaned back slightly. “Oliver interrupts aggressively. Olivia will listen. Oliver puts on a performance. Olivia will play her role but remain unnoticed. Oliver believes the room is his. Olivia will have to know whose room she is in before she speaks or acts.”

At twelve forty, Miranda ended the briefing, gathered the papers and handed me a sealed envelope.

“What’s this?”

“Your appointment schedule and address.”

“What does that mean?”

“The address is in there. A car is waiting downstairs.”

“A car?”

“This is company-directed preparation. Cassandra does not want you wandering around Holborn wasting the day away.”

I looked at the envelope. “That’s considerate.”

“It’s efficient.” Miranda stood. “One more thing.”

“What?”

“At the salon, do as they ask. Do not negotiate. Do not joke or try to wheedle out of things.”

The mention of a salon made my heart sink. I looked at her. “Anything else?”

“Yes. Say thank you.”

She waited. My heart thudded. I blushed. Both unforgiveable. “Thank you,” I said.

She left me in Training Room Two with my envelope and the strange sense that everybody else had implemented a script I had only just been handed.

The car was black, clean and waiting outside the building. The driver did not ask questions, which I appreciated more than I expected. I sat in the back, opened the envelope and found a typed itinerary.

1:00pm. Harcourt & Grooming, Mayfair. Full executive presentation preparation.

4:30pm. Elspeth Grant Wardrobe Consultancy, Marylebone. Initial office wardrobe and foundation fitting.

Foundation fitting.

I read those two words several times. The salon was not the kind of place I associated with haircuts. There was no row of men in capes staring at football on silent televisions. No clippers buzzing like insects. No apprentice sweeping hair into little masculine piles. Harcourt & Lane was upstairs behind a discreet brass plate, all warm walls, stark lighting and women who moved quietly in black uniforms. A receptionist greeted me by name without blinking.

“Mr Hart. We’ve been expecting you.”

She led me to a private treatment room where a woman in her fifties introduced herself as Anika. She had silver hair cut neatly at her jaw and the calm manner of someone who had seen it all before. That got me thinking again, about how long this little charade had been in the making.

“Ms Vale has requested full preparation for professional feminine presentation,” she said, checking a form.

I stood beside a padded chair and tried to look as if that sentence had not been anything out of the ordinary.

“I’m not sure what Cassandra explained.”

“She has given full instructions and you are to comply. We will work in stages. Face, brows, hands, body hair, skincare consultation. Nothing rushed.”

“Body hair.”

“Yes.” She looked at the form. “Legs, underarms, chest, back if required. Facial sugaring and skin preparation today. Further facial hair management can be discussed if the assignment continues.”

My stomach tightened. My first instinct was to object, then to laugh, then to ask for a manager, as if there were some higher authority in the building who might step out and agree the whole thing had become unreasonable.

“I think there may have been a misunderstanding,” I said.

Anika looked up from the form. “Do you wish to decline any treatment?”

There it was again. The same door. The same drop into darkness. Money gone, prospects damaged. I could only imagine the reference the company might write just to push their point.

I imagined emailing Cassandra at five. Refusal of corrective reassignment. Formal disciplinary escalation. Daniel’s signature. The sales board without my name. Gone and forgotten in a heartbeat.

She took my silence as assent.  “Good. You can change behind the screen. Robe on. Everything else off.”

My throat went dry.

“Everything?”

“Yes.”

I stood in my suit for several seconds, absurdly offended by the robe folded on the chair. White cotton. Thick. Harmless. I removed my jacket, then my tie, then my cufflinks, placing each item carefully on a side table as if good order might preserve some authority. My shirt came off next. Shoes. Socks. Trousers. Then my boxers.

In the mirror beside the screen, I caught sight of myself. I looked exposed but still recognisably male. Narrow shoulders, chest hair, decent thighs, the body I was used to. By tomorrow, Cassandra expected that same body to sit outside her office in a blouse.

I put on the robe and stood there like a fool. Anika returned as if nothing about the last five minutes mattered. The work began with my face.

Anika worked quickly, sitting me in a chair and picking up some light gunk from an electrically heated bowl. She slipped it across my chin, waited a few seconds and then ripped it away. The first time I exclaimed but in truth it was not as painful as I thought it might be. I didn’t have much in the way of heavy beard so maybe that was the reason. Before I knew it, my face was epilated and smooth as a baby’s bottom.

She did not smile. “Tomorrow, moisturise before foundation.”

Then came brows.

“Only tidy,” Anika said. “For now.”

“For now?”

“Ms Vale requested professional shaping, not a dramatic change.”

I gripped the sides of the chair as she worked. Small, sharp plucks. Nothing unbearable again.

After that, the robe came off. There was no grand moment. Just a treatment couch covered in white paper and Anika saying, “Lie back, please,” as if I had come in for a sports massage.

Humiliation, I discovered, could be horribly ordinary. She put a towel over my nether regions and went to work while I lay there harmlessly servile. Warm wax on my shin. A folded paper strip. A woman discussing aftercare while parts of me vanished in neat sections.

“Try not to tense,” she said.

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

The first strip came away.

I made a sound and my eyes watered.

Legs first. Shins, calves, knees, thighs. The hair that had simply been part of me disappeared in sections, leaving skin I did not recognise. Pale. Exposed. Too smooth under the light. Then underarms, which made me want to climb out through the ceiling. I have more hair there apparently. Next the chest. The dark hair came away. My torso changed. Familiar lines softened.

The most embarrassing moment came when she lifted the towel across my midriff and went to work with the sugar to remove hair everywhere she found it. I had lost all rationality, I decided. But thankfully she was quick. She handed me the robe and I put it on with a certain amount of gratefulness.

Anika handed me a mirror.

My face looked cleaner, brighter, younger in a way I disliked. My brows were not feminine exactly, but neater. My jaw looked more exposed without the faint shadow I usually ignored. The man in the mirror was still me, but some of the roughness had been removed. She gave me a bottle of moisturiser and told me to rub into into my body then put on my suit and return to reception. I did as requested. The feel of my now smooth skin was unusual to say the least but the moisturiser seemed to dampen any soreness.

When I dressed again, my suit felt different. The shirt touched my chest too directly. My trouser legs slid over smooth skin with a sensation so unfamiliar I nearly stopped moving. Every step reminded me something had been taken.

At reception, the woman smiled.

“All done, Mr Hart. Ms Vale’s office has settled the account.”

The car took me to Marylebone next.

Elspeth Grant Wardrobe Consultancy occupied the second floor of a Georgian building above a gallery that sold abstract paintings to people who probably said “investment piece” without laughing. Inside, it was quieter than the salon. Thick carpet. Full-length mirrors. Rails of clothes arranged by colour and purpose. There were no sequins, no costumes, no cheap jokes. Everything looked expensive and terribly serious. This looked like an exclusive establishment that worked by appointment only.

A tall woman with short black hair met me at the door.

“Mr Hart. I’m Elspeth.”

She shook my hand firmly, then looked me over with the detached focus of a surveyor inspecting a house for subsidence. “Ms Vale has briefed me.”

“That’s a surprise.”

“Let me look at you properly.” I was not used to being inspected like this and it made me tense.

She led me into a fitting room larger than most living rooms. There were mirrors on three sides and a low chair upholstered in grey velvet. On one rail hung blouses, skirts, dresses and jackets. On another, coats and cardigans. A smaller stand held shoes. Beside it sat boxes, tissue paper and a tray of items I looked at once and then away from.

Lingerie.

Not lace fantasy nonsense. These were practical pieces. Smooth bras, camisoles, shaping briefs, slips, tights in folded packets. Nude, black, ivory. Quiet things. Workplace things. The intimacy of them was made worse by how ordinary they looked.

Elspeth lifted a measuring tape from around her neck.

“We’ll begin with measurements.”

My ears grew hot.

She measured shoulders, chest, waist, hips, inseam, arm length, neck. Each measurement was spoken aloud and noted by an assistant called Marta, who appeared and disappeared with ghostly efficiency. I stood in my shirt while Elspeth’s tape circled me, reducing my body to numbers that did not feel like mine.

“Good shoulders,” Elspeth said. “We’ll soften, not hide. Waist will need shaping. Hips can be balanced with skirt cut.”

She moved behind me and placed two fingers between my shoulder blades. “You stand as if you expect someone to throw something at you. You’re slightly stooped, did you know that? That will be pronounced in heels.”

“I don’t wear heels.”

“You will tomorrow.”

My stomach tightened again. Elspeth moved to the tray and lifted a plain nude bra.

“This is a fitting bra. Not the final piece.”

“No. Obviously not”

She looked at me. “Mr Hart.”

“I’m not wearing that.”

“You are attending a foundation fitting. This is the foundation.”

“I don’t have breasts.”

“No. But you will have shaping.”

I stared at the bra. It looked harmless in her hand. That was becoming the worst thing about the day. Nothing looked as frightening as it felt. Elspeth waited. She did not coax. She did not threaten. Cassandra had chosen these women carefully. They all knew the power of silence.

In the end, I took it and unbuttoned my shirt.

With a deep breath I started to put on the bra. My hands felt clumsy with the hooks. Marta stepped forward.

“May I?”

“No,” I said too quickly.

She stepped back without offence. I turned away from the mirror and managed it on the third attempt. The band tightened around my ribs. The straps lay over my shoulders. I had worn tight suits, gym compression tops, even a ridiculous charity cycling outfit once. None of them had felt like this.

Elspeth assessed the fit.

“Band acceptable. Cup shaping will need inserts. Go behind the screen and take of your pants.”

It all began to move too quickly. Next came shaping briefs. Then a waist shaper that pulled me in firmly enough to change my breathing. A camisole smoothed the lines. Tights came later, after a short argument I lost by failing to make a point Elspeth recognised as relevant.

By the time Elspeth brought the first blouse, I was warm, constrained and quietly furious. The blouse was ivory, soft without being flimsy, with a small collar and buttons that required more care than any shirt I owned. Then a black pencil skirt.

I looked at it. “I can’t work in that. Can’t I wear pants?”

“Thousands of women work in skirts.”

“That isn’t the point.”

“It is exactly the point.”

The skirt fastened at the side. It gripped my newly shaped waist and narrowed around my thighs. When I took a step, it stopped me taking the kind of step I wanted. My body tried again and failed. Smaller movement was required and that was quite worrying.

Elspeth knelt, adjusted the hem and stood.

“Shoes.”

The heels were black, closed-toe, not high enough to be absurd and not low enough to be merciful. I put them on with one hand against the wall.

Standing changed everything. My calves tightened. My balance shifted forward. The skirt held my stride. The waist shaper altered my breath. The bra straps made me aware of my shoulders. The blouse brushed my wrists. Nothing was painful, exactly. It was just constricting. Every garment told me how to move.

Elspeth stepped back. “Mirror.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Mirror, Mr Hart.”

I turned.

For a second, my mind refused the reflection. I did not look like a woman. My hair was still mine, too short and too male. My face was bare, though cleaner and softer from the salon. My jaw remained. My hands remained. There was no wig, no makeup, no final presentation. I was a caricature.

The suit had always made sense of me. It explained the shoulders, the stance, the confidence. It told the world what to expect before I spoke. Without it, with my waist drawn in and my legs smoothed and my body held inside a blouse and skirt, I looked like something else entirely.

Elspeth came up behind me in the mirror.

“Tomorrow, with hair and makeup, you will look acceptable.”

I swallowed. “I look ridiculous.”

“No,” she said. “You are looking at yourself in the wrong way.” Elspeth adjusted one blouse cuff. “Do not hunch. Shame is not an option.”

“I’m not ashamed.”

She met my eyes in the mirror. I looked away first.

The final hour became a blur of garments and corrections. Grey skirt. Navy dress. Cream blouse. Black cardigan. Court shoes. Lower heel. Higher heel. Tights in the correct shade. A jacket that gave structure without returning me to masculinity. A slip that made me close my eyes while I stepped into it. A plain black bra that fitted better than the first. A second shaping piece that Elspeth preferred because it “held the waist without fighting the ribcage”.

By six, three outfits had been selected for the first week. Cassandra would approve the rest. Miranda would receive the wardrobe notes. I did not ask why Miranda needed wardrobe notes. I had learned that asking only gave the machinery more chances to explain itself and dumbfound me.

When I was allowed back into my own clothes, my suit did not restore me. The shirt was the same. The trousers, the jacket, the polished shoes. But beneath them my skin was smooth. My brows were shaped. My chest felt bare against the cotton. The ghost of the bra band remained around my ribs after it had gone.

Elspeth handed me a garment bag and two discreet shopping bags.

“These go home with you. Tomorrow’s outfit is in the garment bag. Do not crush the blouse. Do not fold the skirt. Tights are in the smaller bag. Spares included.”

“I’m taking this home?”

“Yes.”

“I thought Cassandra’s office arranged everything.”

“They did. You still have to wear it.”

Marta appeared with a printed care sheet.

Elspeth gave me one final look. “At home, try the shoes for twenty minutes. No more. Practise standing. Not walking around the flat trying to prove something. Standing.”

“Standing is now homework.”

“For you, yes.”

I took the bags.

They were not heavy, but they felt impossible to carry.

The car took me home through early evening traffic. London was damp but not raining, the pavements shining under shopfront lights. People walked past carrying flowers, gym bags, takeaway coffees, small ordinary pieces of their lives. At a crossing, a woman in a camel coat stepped off the kerb in black heels and a pencil skirt, phone to her ear, one hand lifting slightly as she balanced without thinking.

I watched her longer than I meant to.

She moved easily. Not carefully. Not like a man trying to survive an enforced gender reassignment. The skirt did not fight her because she had already learned how to move with it.

I looked away.

At home, my flat felt smaller than usual. It was a good flat, expensive too. There was one bedroom, high enough to see over the street, decorated with the expensive blandness of a man who expected not to spend too much time there. Grey sofa. Glass table. Framed print I had bought because it looked like something a man with taste might own. A kitchen too clean because I mostly ate out.

I carried the garment bag to the bedroom and hung it on the wardrobe door.

For a while, I simply looked at it.

Then I undressed.

The bathroom light was not kind. It was white and direct and showed everything the day had done. My face looked too clean. My brows opened my eyes in a way I disliked. My chest was smooth, slightly pink in places. My legs looked longer without hair, more exposed, almost unfamiliar below the hem of my boxer shorts.

I turned sideways.

The man in the mirror was still there. This was not magic. Cassandra Vale had not waved a hand and turned Oliver Hart into a woman between lunch and dinner. But she had removed enough for me to see the possibility of removal itself.

Oliver Hart, top biller, shark in a room full of dolphins, did not feel destroyed. Not yet. I raised one hand to my chest. Smooth skin met my palm. No roughness. No armour. Just warmth and a faint sting where the wax had taken hold.

My phone buzzed on the sink.

A message from Miranda.

Tomorrow. 8:15. Cassandra’s office. Wear the full outfit provided. No cologne. Clean shave. Moisturiser. Bring notebook. You will answer to Olivia from arrival.

I stared at the message until the screen dimmed.

I should have thrown the phone onto the bed. I should have sworn, called Daniel, called a solicitor, opened a bottle, done something loud and useless.

Instead, I looked back at the mirror.

My softened face looked back.

My bare chest. My smooth legs.

Not Olivia. Not yet.

But less Oliver than yesterday.

For the first time that day, beneath the humiliation, beneath the anger, beneath the hot, crawling fear of the office tomorrow, something else moved.

A flicker. Thin and unwelcome.

Uncertainty.

Because the worst thing was not that Cassandra Vale might make me into Olivia Hart. The worst thing was that, for one second in the bathroom mirror, I wondered whether she had seen her before I had.


Chapter 4: Olivia Hart

I lasted twelve minutes in the shoes at home. I don’t even know why I bothered. After all, no one was watching.

Elspeth had told me twenty. Stand in them, she had said, as if standing had become a skill requiring instruction. I managed twelve minutes beside the foot of my bed, one hand near the wardrobe door, waiting for my ankles to give in. I could feel the slight stretch through my calves and the reorganisation of the way I stood.

The shoes changed my relationship with the ground.

That was the thing I noticed first. My flat had always been a place I moved through without thought: bedroom to bathroom, bathroom to kitchen, kitchen to sofa. Bare feet, trainers, socks, whatever happened to be nearest. Easy, right? In heels, the same rooms became obstacle courses. The carpet was too soft. The bathroom tiles were too hard. The hallway mirror reflection made me stop.

Black court shoes. Smooth tights. Barely controlled balance. I was going to be a laughing stock.  I took them off and stood barefoot on the carpet, breathing hard for a reason I did not want to name.

Sleep came in scraps.

By six the next morning, the garment bag was still hanging from the wardrobe door. It had become a fateful presence in the flat, an omen of my punishment to come. I found myself avoiding it while I headed for the shower.

I ate a light breakfast, then took a couple of shots of vodka to try and calm my nerves.

At seven, I opened the garment bag.

The blouse was ivory, cool beneath my fingers. The skirt was black and narrow. A charcoal jacket hung behind it, cut to shape rather than conceal. There were tights, a bra, shaping briefs, a waist shaper, a camisole and a small pouch containing clip earrings, a narrow bracelet and a discreet silver necklace. Great.

I stood in my bedroom wearing only a towel and stared at the arrangement on the bed.

At Elspeth’s, the process had been managed by women with clipboards and quiet voices. At home, the work belonged in my own hands. That made it worse. The bra took two attempts. The shaping briefs were tight and a little uncomfortable. I made sure my ‘manhood’ (what was left of it) was tucked away. The waist shaper pulled me in until my breathing shortened. The tights required patience I did not possess but I eventually managed.

The blouse came next.

Its softness caught me off guard. A shirt was something you put on and forgot. Crisp and functional. This had to be handled delicately. The cuffs sat differently. The buttons were smaller. The fabric shifted over the camisole and shaped chest, making my hands look too large every time I fastened another one.

Then the skirt.

Side zip. Hook. A firm pull into place. The waistband settled over the shaping beneath and created a line my body had never had before. I took one step and learned that steps now had limits.

By seven thirty-two, I was dressed. Dressed was not the same as ready.

I stood in front of the wardrobe mirror. Oliver Hart looked back wearing women’s office clothes badly.

The face was still mine. The body was constrained but unconvinced. My short hair made the blouse look strange. My jaw sat too hard above the soft collar. The clothes had not made Olivia.

The car arrived at seven forty-five.

I wore my own overcoat buttoned high and carried my work shoes in one bag, which now seemed optimistic, and the court shoes in another. The driver did not comment. He did glance at my legs as I got in. The tights caught the morning light. I spent the journey with my knees pressed together because the skirt allowed nothing else.

At Vale & Rowe, the car did not stop outside the main entrance.

It took me to a side entrance I had never used, down a service lane beside the building where deliveries arrived and senior people could enter without reception knowing. Miranda was waiting inside with a security pass in one hand and a paper cup in the other.

She looked me over once.

“Coat off,” she said.

I took off the coat. The side corridor was narrow, lit by cold panels overhead. Somewhere nearby, a trolley rattled. I stood there in my blouse and pencil skirt while Miranda examined the fit.

“Shoes.”

“I was going to change upstairs.”

“You’re changing now.”

I looked at the floor. “Here?”

Arguing was pointless. I changed into the heels and gave Miranda my outdoor shoes in their bag. She took them without comment.

“Walk to the lift.”

“It’s ten yards.”

“Then we can repeat it if necessary.”

I walked.

The heels sounded too clear on the floor. My stride shortened. The skirt held my thighs close. I reached the lift and turned back.

Miranda watched my feet, then my shoulders.

“Again.”

“Miranda.”

“Again.”

I walked back.

This time she stopped me halfway.

“Your shoulders are slumped.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you’re trying to hide probably.”

“Stop,” she said. I stopped. Miranda stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Today, every nervous habit you have will show. The jokes. The smirk. The way you make people react before they can decide what they think. Take that into the office and Olivia will not last until lunch.”

“I don’t know how she’s supposed to last until lunch,” I said.

The sentence came out thinner than I intended.

Miranda looked at me for a moment. Her expression did not soften, but her voice lost its edge.

“By following instructions until you have developed the right skills.” The lift opened.

Cassandra’s office was already lit when we arrived. The executive floor had not fully woken, which made it less frightening. My heels. Miranda’s quieter steps. The faint hum of printers beginning their day. The noise seemed to echo around us. At Miranda’s desk, there was a small makeup case, a couple of hair tools and a dark wig resting on a stand.

The wig was shoulder-length, dark brown with a soft side part. It looked expensive, natural and dangerously plausible.

Cassandra stood in her doorway.

“Good,” she said. I jumped and automatically grabbed my chest.

Just that. An assessment, not praise.

She wore a navy dress that morning, simple and exact, with a pale grey jacket over one arm. Her hair was pinned back. Her lipstick was muted. Nothing about her seemed rushed. I envied that more than I wanted to.

“Ms Vale,” Miranda said. “Olivia arrived on time.”

My stomach dropped at the name used so openly.

Cassandra’s gaze moved to me. “From this point,” she said, “you answer to Olivia.”

I swallowed. “Yes, Ms Vale.”

“If someone calls Olivia and you hesitate, it will be noticed. Your name is part of the role.”

I wasn’t quite sure what that meant but said: “Yes, Ms Vale.”

“Inside.”

Cassandra’s private office had been rearranged. The blinds were half lowered. A chair stood near the window where the light was best. Anika from Harcourt & Lane was there with her makeup case open. Beside her stood another woman, younger, with copper hair and black-framed glasses.

“This is Mae,” Anika said. “She will style your hair.”

I opened my mouth, then caught Miranda’s eye and closed it again.

Anika pointed to the chair. “Sit.”

I sat.

Preparation began in a quiet sequence of touches, instructions and small corrections. Anika worked on my face with steady attention, applying products in layers I could feel but not name. Primer. Corrector. Foundation. Concealer. Powder. Each word was spoken only when useful, mostly to Miranda, who took notes as if makeup were part of induction.

Foundation cooled across my face. A sponge tapped beneath my eyes. A brush moved along my jaw, across my forehead, around my nose. My face was not being hidden. It was being redesigned. Edges softened. Colour evened. Tiredness reduced. The work was subtle and the effect would be immediate.

Mae stood behind me, fingers moving through my short hair.

“We’ll secure a base and fit the wig properly,” she said. “Later, you may want to discuss a longer-term hair plan.”

I was about to roll my eyes. Cassandra, standing by her desk, looked up from a document.

“Do not pull a face, Olivia. Accept everything and it will all be so much easier.”

My fingers tightened on the chair arms.

“Yes, Ms Vale,” I said.

Anika resumed work.

Brows were shaped further with pencil and gel. My eyes altered next. Neutral shadow, a thin line close to the lashes, mascara that made me blink until Anika held my chin again.

“Look down.”

“I am.”

“With your eyes, not your whole head.”

Miranda made a note. I turned my eyes towards her. “Are you writing that down?”

“Yes.”

Cassandra made the faintest sound. Almost amusement, but too controlled to be useful. Blusher came next. Then lipstick. Soft rose. Professional, Anika said. The word did not make the lipstick feel less intimate.

Mae fitted the wig last.

That was the moment everything else rearranged itself.

The hair came down over a silicon cap. Mae adjusted the hairline, smoothed the part, combed the length around my jaw and let it fall to my shoulders.

Weight. Softness. Movement.

I turned my head and felt hair brush the side of my face. Mae stepped back. Anika closed a compact. Miranda stopped writing. Cassandra came round her desk and stood in front of me.

“Stand.”

I stood carefully.

Cassandra looked me over with a director’s eye. Blouse, skirt, waist, shoes, hands, face, hair. No one spoke. The silence worked its way under the jacket.

“Jacket,” she said.

Miranda held it out. The charcoal jacket went over the blouse. Cassandra stepped close enough to adjust the lapels herself. Her fingers were cool and brief.

“Mirror.”

My throat tightened.

The person in the mirror had my height and my nervous eyes, but the rest had shifted into something I could not dismiss quickly enough. The dark hair softened my jaw. The makeup made my face calmer and more watchful. The jacket drew the blouse and skirt into one clean line. The tights and heels changed my legs. Even the tension in my mouth seemed to belong to a woman trying very hard not to pout on her first day in a senior office.

I moved one hand.

She moved with me.

My mouth went dry.

“That isn’t me,” I said.

Cassandra’s voice came from behind me. “No. That is Olivia Hart.”

The room seemed to shrink around me. My heart beat heavily and my hands actually trembled. Miranda stepped closer. “Breathe.”

“I am breathing.”

“You’re not.” I wasn’t. When I breathed in, it was shaky and almost emotional.

Cassandra stood beside me too. “You will not apologise for your appearance today. You will not explain it. You will not laugh and pretend it is a joke. You will be Olivia.”

“I don’t think I’m cut out for this.”

“You will be. Reactions will be different. Curiosity mostly. Amusement from some. Discomfort from a few others. A few will be kind because they don’t want to say what’s really on their mind. You will be professional at all times.”

Miranda picked up a folder. “Your first tasks are simple. You will sit at my secondary station until Cassandra places you at the outer desk. You will observe calls, prepare two meeting rooms, assemble the ten o’clock pack and learn the diary colour structure.”

“The diary has a colour structure?”

“Yes.”

“Of course it does.”

Miranda’s eyes lifted. “Don’t use that tone again.”

“I barely said anything.”

“The calendar is Cassandra’s day, board access, meetings, client engagement, decision time, travel. Treat it as a calendar and you won’t understand its importance.

Cassandra said, “Sit.”

I sat in the chair by the window.

“Again.”

I froze. “I sat.”

“You dropped into the chair like a man. Stand.”

I stood.

“Knees together. Ankles angled, not hooked around the chair leg. Sit back far enough to be stable, forward enough to stand without pushing off the arms. Hands still. Now sit.”

I sat.

“Again.”

Heat climbed my neck beneath the foundation. I stood and sat six times. By the fourth, Miranda had looked away in frustration, which somehow made it more humiliating. By the sixth, Cassandra gave a small nod.

“Walking,” she said.

“Oh, good.”

Cassandra’s eyes sharpened.

“Yes, Ms Vale,” I said quickly.

We used the executive corridor because there was more room. Miranda walked ahead, then back. Cassandra watched from outside her office.

“Shorter stride,” Miranda said. “Don’t fight the skirt. Move with it.”

I tried again.

“Arms.”

Miranda showed me, wiggling her hips a little more and loosening her arms. Cassandra stepped in. “Again.”

I walked back.

“Better,” Miranda said. “Take smaller steps if you are in doubt.” Cassandra moved beside me. “When you stand with me in a room, you stand half a step back and to my left unless instructed otherwise. Close enough to hear.”

“Phone voice,” Miranda said when we returned to the office. “Sit.” This is another thing I dreaded.

She placed a printed script in front of me at her secondary station. My new email login was open on the screen.

Olivia.Hart@vale-rowe.co.uk.

Seeing it in the inbox was worse than seeing it in Sonia’s message. It had a life now. There were already three emails.

Welcome to Vale & Rowe systems, Olivia Hart. Executive Desk Shared Drive Access Granted. Temporary Assignment Protocol.

Miranda tapped the page. “Read the greeting.”

I looked down.

“Office of Cassandra Vale, Olivia speaking.”

My voice came out too low, too tight, too clearly mine.

“No,” Miranda said.

“It’s my voice. What do you want me to do?”

“Clear, lighter, calm. You’re a girl, act like one.”

I tried again.

“Office of Cassandra Vale, Olivia speaking.”

“Better.”

Cassandra stood by the doorway, watching. “Again.”

I repeated it until the words began to lose meaning. By the tenth time, something changed. Not much. The pitch did not become false. It simply lifted out of my chest and moved forward a little. The name Olivia stopped scraping every time I said it.

Cassandra checked her watch. “Rules.”

Miranda placed a fresh sheet in front of me.

“First rules of the desk,” she said. “Anticipate what is needed. Filter out what is not important. Remember what you need to do. Protect the diary and ensure Ms Vale is aware of any changes. Never panic in public.”

I read them.

“They sound like commandments.”

“They are habits you need to develop.”

“Anticipate what is needed?”

“What Cassandra needs before she asks. What a colleague is trying to dump on the desk. What a meeting is lacking.”

“Filter?”

“You do not pass everything on because someone senior is being loud. That can be the hardest part.”

“Remember?”

“Everything useful. Nothing personal unless it becomes relevant. Preferences, conflicts, travel limits, dietary needs, who is bad at deadlines and needs an early prompt, who forgets to open attachments, who calls to create a problem rather than solve one.”

I looked back at the page.

“Protect the diary?”

“Cassandra’s diary is not an open invitation. It is a guarded resource.”

“And never panic in public.”

“That one is for today.” My hands rested on the desk. The bracelet shifted against my wrist. My nails caught the light.

Cassandra moved behind me. “It is time.”

Miranda stood. “We’ll take the inner route to the main floor first. Gemma and Sonia know you’re coming. Jess has been briefed. The sales team has not.”

“Wonderful.”

Miranda looked at me sternly. I think she was really enjoying this now that I had turned up wearing a skirt and blouse.

I corrected myself. “Yes, Miranda.”

Cassandra’s eyebrow moved faintly.

We left the office in formation. Cassandra first. Miranda beside me for the first few steps, then slightly behind, forcing me to walk without hiding. The executive floor was busier now. Heads turned. One of the finance managers stopped mid-sentence. A junior analyst stared, looked away, then stared again.

I kept walking.

Every sensation grew sharp. Heels on floor. Bracelet against wrist. The small movement of hair at my cheek. The pressure of the waist shaper. The heat beneath makeup. The breath caught in my lungs.

At the lift, Cassandra did not look at me.

“Breathe,” she said.

“I am getting tired of people telling me to breathe.”

The lift doors opened. Inside, mirrored panels caught me from three angles.

Olivia Hart stood between Cassandra Vale and Miranda Shaw.

That was the first time I saw how we looked together. Cassandra elegant and severe. Miranda composed and exact. Olivia taller than both, still too tense, but close enough to plausible that my panic had nowhere easy to go.

The doors opened on the main floor.

Sound reached us first. Phones, keyboards, low voices, the printer chugging away. Ordinary office noise. The kind I had moved through for years without listening.

Then people saw us.

The first few reactions were quick and badly hidden. Jess at reception widened her eyes, then recovered with impressive speed. Gemma’s mouth opened. Sonia went very still. Across the sales area, Tom Ellard from my old team turned, saw me, and nudged the man beside him. The mouthed word started with an ‘F’.

Cassandra kept walking.

That saved me. Or trapped me. Possibly both. We moved through reception.

Jess stood. “Good morning, Ms Vale.”

“Good morning, Jess. This is Olivia Hart, temporarily assigned to my office.”

Jess looked at me. Her eyes flicked over the hair, the makeup, the skirt, then settled on my face with deliberate courtesy.

“Good morning, Olivia.”

My throat closed.

Miranda’s voice came quietly from behind me. “Answer.”

“Good morning, Jess.”

It came out lighter than expected. Not good. Not natural. But not broken. Jess smiled. A small one. Not mocking. We continued. Gemma reached us by the printer, carrying no paper and therefore fooling nobody.

“Oh my God,” she said, then immediately covered her mouth. “Sorry. Sorry. That was awful.”

Cassandra stopped. Gemma straightened as if a wire had been pulled through her spine.

“Ms Vale.”

“Gemma.”

Sonia arrived beside her, eyes moving over me more gently than Gemma’s had. She looked at my face, then my shoes, then the way my hands were held too carefully at my sides.

“Morning,” Sonia said.

There was a pause.

“Olivia,” Miranda supplied.

Sonia nodded. “Morning, Olivia.”

Gemma recovered enough to whisper, “You look… actually, you look really good.”

“Gemma,” Miranda said.

“What? She does.”

She. The word came out so casually that I had no defence against it. Gemma made a strangled sound that might have been laughter. Her expression shifted. Curiosity, amusement, then something like sympathy she was trying not to show. Sonia looked at Cassandra.

“Is Olivia with you all day?”

“With Miss Shaw this morning,” Cassandra said. “At the desk after lunch if the training is adequate.”

Adequate. A brutal little word.

From the sales area came a low laugh. I knew it before I saw the source. Tom Ellard leaned against the end of a desk with his arms folded. He was one of mine, or had been. Thirty-two, good hair, bad instincts, the kind of man who thought cruelty counted as leadership if delivered with a grin.

Beside him, Mark Davies held his phone too low, thumb near the screen. Cassandra saw everything.

“Mr Davies,” she said.

Mark looked up too fast. “Yes?”

“Put the phone away.”

“I wasn’t.”

“Do not finish that sentence.”

He put it away. Tom smiled at me. “Morning, Oliver.”

The name hit the open office like a small thrown object. A few people looked down. Someone behind me inhaled. Cassandra did not move. Miranda did. Only half a step, but I saw it. She was going to speak, to correct him, to protect the assignment or the desk or perhaps just the rules. Then I heard my own voice.

“Olivia,” I said.

It was not loud.

Tom’s smile held, then faltered at the edges.

“What?”

“The name is Olivia.”

Silence spread quickly. My heart hammered so hard I could feel it beneath the bra band. Tom looked me over. Slowly. Too slowly.

“Right,” he said. “Olivia.”

It was meant to humiliate me.

It did. But not in the way he expected. Because Cassandra turned her head slightly and said, “Thank you, Olivia.”

Miranda’s gaze rested on me for half a second. No smile. No softness. But something had been recorded, and for once I did not fear the note.

Cassandra addressed the room.

“Olivia Hart is assigned to my office for the next month. She is working under Miss Shaw’s supervision. You will treat her as you would any member of my office. Questions about the assignment come to me, not to her, and not through gossip disguised as concern.” No one spoke. “Thank you.”

That was all. She did not explain further. She did not invite a debate. The office had been given its instruction. Then she walked on. I followed.

At the executive desk, Miranda placed a stack of papers in my hands before I could collapse with embarrassment and terror. “Meeting Room Integrity. Ten o’clock. Six attendees. Printed packs, water, screen on, conference phone tested. You have eleven minutes.”

I stared at her. “Now?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve just been paraded through the office like a freak show.”

“What do you want? A medal?” Miranda said. “You have just arrived at work. It’s time to start. Keep yourself busy.”

Cassandra paused at her office door.

“Olivia.”

I turned too quickly. The hair moved against my cheek.

“Slower.”

I adjusted my stance. She looked at the papers in my arms, then at my face.

“Be useful.”

Then she went into her office and closed the door.

I stood at the desk in my blouse, skirt, tights, heels, jewellery, makeup and borrowed hair. The old Oliver would have found a line. Something sharp. Something easy. Something to make the room laugh before it could decide what to do with him. Olivia Hart looked down at the meeting packs, drew one careful breath and checked the room booking.

Integrity. It was on the West side of the building which meant I had to go through the rabble downstairs again, this time on my own. I didn’t really relish that and Miranda could see it in my eyes. She smiled a little more supportively. “By the end of the day, you’ll have forgotten what you look like and how you are dressed. Believe me, the busier you keep yourself, the better.”

The day had started.

And there was no turning back.


Chapter 5: Secretary Duties Begin

Meeting Room Integrity was far from ready for action.

Three mugs sat on the side table with coffee rings beneath them. Two chairs were missing. The conference phone had no power cable for some strange reason. The whiteboard was dead. Someone had left a half-open packet of biscuits with crumbs beside the screen. I had, in my past life, been guilty of leaving boardrooms in disrepair so I wondered if this was another little bit of payback.

I stood in the doorway holding the stack of printed packs Miranda had given me. Behind me, she noticed the mess but simply said: “Fix it if it needs fixing.”

Hair shifted lightly against my cheek, and I casually brushed it away. Miranda looked at my feet, then at the room.

“You have 30 minutes.”

“This needs Facilities.”

“You’re Facilities, Olivia.”

She stepped past me, assessed the room once, then pointed as she spoke.

“Mugs to the kitchen. Two chairs from Temperance, one from Prudence. Cable from the cabinet under my desk. Water from the executive kitchen. Glasses from the upper cupboard, not the general shelf. Wipe the table. Polish and microfibre should be in the drawer of your desk. Test the screen. Replace the marker.”

I stared at her. Miranda looked at my hands and sighed. “Notebook.”

I opened it.

“Write while people speak,” she said. I wrote fast, the pen slightly awkward in my fingers. Mugs. Chairs. Cable. Water. Glasses. Wipe. Screen. Marker. “That’s part of the job.”

Miranda checked the list. “Go.”

I went, feeling like I was in some absurd gameshow. Contestants must dress in high heels and do stupid things they never dreamed of ever doing.  The next few minutes were a brutal education in all the things I had never had to notice. Walking to the kitchen in high heels and a tight skirt was restrictive – small steps don’t get you anywhere quickly. What made it worse was that trying to move faster added a little wiggle to my hips that, when I noticed it in the window, made me blush. Mugs went in the sink and I reasoned I wasn’t charged with washing them. The executive cupboard had two kinds of glasses, and I chose the wrong ones first. Miranda appeared in the kitchen doorway. “Not those.”

I stopped with four glasses in my hand. “They’re water glasses.”

“They’re internal water glasses. Use the taller ones.”

“Cassandra can tell?”

“Yes.”

I changed the glasses. By the time I found the cable under Miranda’s desk, my hair had started to get a life of its own, my palms were damp, and I had discovered that bending in a pencil skirt required a decision made several seconds in advance. Gemma passed me near the printer as I carried three folders and a whiteboard marker.

“You all right?” she whispered. “You look tense.”

“I am tense.”

At nine fifty-eight, Meeting Room Integrity was ready. Miranda walked in, woke the screen, counted the packs, moved one chair a few inches, aligned the glasses, tested the phone, and looked at the whiteboard.

“Marker.”

I held it up.

“Test it.”

“It’s a marker.”

“Test it.”

I uncapped it and drew a black line in the corner of the board. It worked. Miranda nodded. “Acceptable.”

Then Cassandra entered. The room changed. That was something I had begun to notice about her. She did not rush, yet people seemed to hurry around her. She did not raise her voice, yet rooms quietened to listened. Who had that kind of mystical power?

Her eyes moved over the table. Cassandra looked at me. I stood too straight, spare marker still in my hand.

“Olivia.”

“Yes, Ms Vale?”

“The room should be ready before I arrive.”

“Yes, Ms Vale.”

The words landed cleanly.

Miranda touched the door. “Desk.” I followed her back out, trying to make less noise with my heels and failing. The desk outside Cassandra’s office looked different when it belonged partly to me. Yesterday it had been Miranda’s command station. Today, at the secondary station, someone had placed a slim keyboard, a laptop dock, a second monitor, a headset, a phone and a small nameplate.

Olivia Hart, Secretary.

I stopped. Miranda saw me looking. “Sit.” I sat too quickly, remembered Cassandra’s correction, and adjusted my knees, ankles and hands.

The screen displayed Cassandra’s diary.

I had mocked it as a calendar. Within half a minute, that felt like mocking an aircraft cockpit because it had lights in it. Blocks of colour filled the day. Private notes. Travel notification. Client meetings. Board commitments. Review time. Amber warnings. Red locks. Tiny icons that apparently mattered enough to make Miranda tap the screen with the back of her pen.

“Blue is internal. Green is client. Purple is board. Grey is travel. Red does not move. Amber means risk.”

“Risk of what?”

“Overrun. Conflict. Bad information. Senior people pretending their emergency is Cassandra’s emergency.”

I looked at the blocks again. “That is a lot of amber.”

“There’s always a lot of amber.” She pointed to the ten o’clock. “Cassandra is in Integrity. At ten forty-five, board prep call. Eleven-thirty, Finance. Twelve, Albright Medical review. Travel buffer at twelve forty-five. Lunch with Dan Evans at one.”

The phone rang.

I flinched. Miranda did not move. I looked at her. “You want me to answer.”

“Second ring is best. Third is acceptable. Fourth says nobody cares.”

I put on the headset, nearly caught it in the wig, corrected it and pressed the flashing line.

“Office of Cassandra Vale, Olivia speaking.”

My voice came out lighter than I expected, but the name caught slightly.

A man spoke. “Is Cassandra there?”

No greeting. Senior, then. Or pretending to be.

“May I ask who’s calling?”

“It’s Philip Lorne.”

Miranda mouthed, Board. My pen moved to the notebook.

“Good morning, Mr Lorne. Ms Vale is in a client meeting until ten forty.”

“I need her now.”

Miranda tapped the diary. Green. Client. Integrity.

“Ms Vale is with clients at the moment,” I said.

“I’m aware of her diary.”

His tone made my old self stir, irritated and ready. Miranda slid a sticky note towards me.

Do not explain twice. Offer an action.

I breathed in. “I can get a message to her before the board prep call.”

A pause. “It’s about the Harbury papers. Version three has the wrong appendix. She’ll know.” I wrote Harbury. v3 wrong appendix. “I’ll make sure she has it.”

He hung up. I lifted the headset. “He just hangs up?”

“Yes,” Miranda said. “Usually after making someone else responsible for his lack of manners. Message Cassandra.”

I opened a new internal note. Philip Lorne called. Says Harbury papers version three has wrong appendix. Says you will know. Miranda leaned over my shoulder. “No.”

“What?”

“Too many ‘says’. It sounds childish.”

I deleted it and typed again. Philip Lorne called regarding Harbury papers. Version three may contain wrong appendix. Flagged before board prep.

Miranda read it.

“Send.” I sent it. Two seconds later, Cassandra replied.

Bring printed v3 and v2 to desk after meeting. CV. I stared at the screen. “Where are v3 and v2?”

“Shared drive. Harbury. Board. Prep. Current and Previous. One copy each. Double-sided. Stapled top left. Yellow flag on v3, blue flag on v2. Have them ready when Cassandra leaves Integrity.”

I wrote everything down and realised my fingers were beginning to ache. I looked at the clock on the wall and realised the day hadn’t even started yet. Miranda looked at the notebook. “You missed stapled.”

By ten thirty-two, I had answered three calls, misdirected one internal transfer, sent an email without an attachment, corrected it with a follow-up and printed the wrong Harbury papers because the shared drive contained a folder called Current that did not, in fact, contain the current version.

“Who names these folders?” I muttered.

Miranda did not look up. “People like you.” I wanted to object, but my old laptop files included Final Proposal, Final Proposal Actual, Final Final, and Use This One. At ten thirty-eight, Cassandra emerged from Integrity with two clients and Daniel Rowe. She did not look at me first. She walked the clients to the lift, gave them a short assurance about next steps, and only then turned her head.

“Harbury.”

I stood, too fast, folder in hand.

“Version three flagged yellow. Version two flagged blue. Philip Lorne called before board prep. Wrong appendix may be in version three.”

Cassandra took the papers. Her eyes moved over the flags. “Good.” Then she added, “Your left earring is loose.”

My hand flew to my ear. “Is it?”

“Fix it before it falls into a coffee.”

She went into her office.

Miranda appeared at my side with a compact mirror. “Here.”

I took it and adjusted the clip earring with fingers that trembled more than they should have. In the small mirror, Olivia looked back in pieces: one lined eye, one pinched earring, one loose strand of hair against her cheek. I corrected the hair as well. Miranda watched.

For the next hour, the desk became a machine with too many moving parts and no interest in my feelings. A courier arrived without a floor reference. Finance tried to move its eleven-thirty because Edmund had “run into something”, which turned out to mean he had not finished the numbers he was meant to. Someone else called to say their director was running fifteen minutes late for the twelve o’clock review. Cassandra’s board prep call overran by eight minutes, which pushed Finance into the corridor, which meant I had to offer coffee to people I used to ignore because they were beneath me while Miranda corrected me from six feet away.

Edmund from Finance stared when I handed him his cup. “Thank you,” he said, a little too carefully.

“You’re welcome.”

His eyes dipped to my nameplate, then returned to my face. “Olivia.”

It was awkward but not cruel. I nodded and walked back to the desk. Miranda was on the phone. She pointed at a blinking line on my handset. I sat, adjusted the headset and answered.

“Office of Cassandra Vale, Olivia speaking.”

“Olivia, hi, it’s Natalie from Bennett Ellison. I’m trying to reach Daniel Rowe.”

Bennett Ellison. The account name struck through me so sharply that I almost forgot to answer.

“Yes,” I said finally. “I can help.”

“I’ve got Daniel’s office, but no answer. Alan needs confirmation on the implementation note before two.”

I knew the implementation note. I knew Alan. I knew which reassurance would land, which phrase would annoy him, which detail Sonia might miss if she read the file too quickly. My hand moved towards the keyboard.

Miranda pressed one finger onto my notepad.

“Let me check the correct contact for you,” I said.

I checked the handover list. Daniel was in a client review. Sonia was first contact until three. “Sonia Mehta is handling implementation queries this afternoon,” I said. “I’ll put you through now and send her a note so she has the context.”

“Oh,” Natalie said. “Right. Thank you.”

There was uncertainty in her voice. She had expected Oliver’s confidence and reached Olivia’s desk instead. I transferred the call to Sonia with a short message.

At twelve fifteen, the day slipped.

Cassandra’s client review was with Albright Medical, a healthcare consultancy account with nervous governance people and a chairman who apparently disliked surprises. The meeting was scheduled for twelve in Prudence. Five attendees. Hybrid link for one remote participant. Printed packs prepared by Miranda the previous evening. At eleven fifty-two, the remote participant emailed to say he had not received the link. At eleven fifty-three, Facilities messaged to say Prudence had a screen fault. At eleven fifty-four, Cassandra’s Finance meeting was still running. At eleven fifty-five, Albright’s chair arrived at reception with two colleagues and a face like a locked drawer.

Jess called.

“Olivia, I have Mr Kenner from Albright Medical in reception.”

I looked at the diary. The remote link was in the calendar invite, but the external guest had been added after the last update. The link had not regenerated. Or someone had failed to check it. Possibly me. Possibly the room system. The desk did not care. Did I care?

Miranda was in Cassandra’s office, taking notes during the overrun. The door was half closed. Cassandra was speaking to Edmund, who looked as if he wanted the carpet to open.

“Olivia?” Jess said.

“One moment.”

I put her on hold. For a second, my mind scattered. Interrupt Cassandra. Interrupt Miranda. Blame Facilities. Call IT. Find someone else’s authority and hide behind it. Then I saw the rule sheet beside my keyboard.

I checked the room bookings. Integrity was free until one. Integrity had a working screen, tested phone, fresh water and six chairs. I had made sure of it.

I took Jess off hold.

“Please bring Mr Kenner and his colleagues to Meeting Room Integrity, not Prudence. Tell him Ms Vale is finishing her previous meeting and will join him shortly. Offer still or sparkling water.”

“Integrity. Got it.”

I opened the Albright calendar invite, copied the remote participant, created a fresh Teams link, checked the guest permissions twice, then sent it with a short message.

Updated meeting link for Albright Medical review at 12:00. Please use this link. We are moving the physical room to Integrity.

I copied Miranda.

Then I went to Prudence.

The screen was dead, black and useless. On the table were the Albright packs Miranda had prepared. I gathered them, checked the names, and saw the yellow sticky note on the top copy.

Cassandra copy. Contains margin notes.

My fingers went cold.

The copies looked almost identical. Cassandra’s version contained internal notes in the margins. Fee sensitivity. Governance concern. Do not mention pilot failure unless raised. Kenner defensive on implementation delay.

If Mr Kenner had been brought to Prudence, if he had sat early, if he had picked up the wrong pack, he would have read all of it before Cassandra entered. I gathered every pack, sorted them by cover page, removed Cassandra’s annotated copy and held it against my chest.

The blouse rustled under the pressure. I carried the clean client packs to Integrity.

Mr Kenner was already there with two colleagues, Jess pouring water with careful brightness. “Good afternoon,” I said.

Three faces turned.

I felt their assessment: hair, makeup, name badge, skirt, nervous smile I quickly removed. Mr Kenner’s eyes did not linger, but they sharpened.

“You’re with Ms Vale?” he asked.

“Yes. Olivia Hart, Ms Vale’s office.”

“Room change?”

“Prudence has a screen fault. Integrity is set up for your remote attendee. The updated link has gone out.” He looked at the screen, already on. The conference bar glowed. The water was placed. The packs were in front of each chair, clean copies only.

“Efficient,” he said.

“Thank you. Ms Vale will be with you shortly.”

I left before I could spoil it. In the corridor, Miranda was walking towards me quickly.

“What happened?”

I lifted the annotated pack and explained what had happened, my heart beating more fiercely than it had ever done in sales. Miranda stopped. For the first time all day, her control slipped enough for surprise to show.

“Where are the client copies?”

“In Integrity. Clean copies only.”

She took the annotated pack, checked the note and looked back at me.

“Good.”

That word again.

Cassandra came out of Finance with Edmund behind her. “Albright?”

Miranda turned. “Moved to Integrity. Screen fault in Prudence. Olivia sent the corrected link and removed your annotated copy before the client entered.”

Cassandra looked at me. My heartbeat seemed to move into the earrings, the bracelet, the tight band around my ribs. “Did Mr Kenner see the room change as a problem?”

“No, Ms Vale. I told him Prudence had a screen fault and Integrity was set up for the remote attendee.”

“Remote attendee?”

“Updated link sent. I was about to check he had joined.”

Cassandra held out her hand. Miranda gave her the annotated copy. Cassandra looked at the yellow sticky note, then at Miranda.

Then Cassandra looked back at me. “Well done, Olivia.”

No smile. No warmth. No apology for the morning. She took the corrected pack, turned and entered Integrity as if the meeting had always been there. I stood in the corridor with my hands empty.

Miranda touched my elbow lightly. I looked down at her hand.

“Desk,” she said.

For the next hour, the work did not slow, but it changed shape. The phone still rang too often. The diary still shifted unexpectedly. My feet hurt. One earring pinched. A strand of hair kept finding the corner of my mouth. I made mistakes. I sent one meeting note without a subject line, and Miranda made me resend it properly. I stood too close to Daniel when he came looking for Cassandra. I think it frightened him a little.

I forgot that I was wearing a skirt and blouse and high heels. That I was dressed as a woman in full view of everyone.

I was good at pressure. I always had been. I had simply never met this kind of pressure before. At two, Miranda let me rest.

“Shoes?” she asked.

“Killing me.”

“Welcome to the club.”

I rolled my shoulders.

Miranda looked up. “Not where people can see.”

“Roll my shoulders?”

“Looks like you’re preparing to rugby tackle someone.”

I stopped.

Gemma arrived with a file and a face full of questions.

“Miranda, Sonia asked me to drop this off.”

Miranda took it. “Thank you.”

Gemma turned to me. “How’s day one?”

I glanced at Miranda.

“My feet hurt.”

Gemma nodded with sudden seriousness. “We have plasters in my drawer.”

“Gemma,” Miranda said.

“What? That is genuinely useful.”

“It is,” I said. “Thank you.”

Gemma’s expression warmed a little. “No problem, Olivia.”

The name came more naturally from her this time. After she left, Miranda said, “You handled that better. You’re less self-conscious.”

Cassandra returned from her later lunch at two twenty-eight. The meeting with Albright had overrun by eighteen minutes, which pushed the private hold into danger and the three o’clock board call into amber. I already had the diary open.

“Albright actions by four,” Cassandra said, handing Miranda a marked-up pack.

“Yes, Ms Vale,” Miranda said.

Cassandra looked at me. “Olivia. Move the private hold to tomorrow morning, but do not label it. Protect fifteen minutes before the board call. Tell Daniel he has five minutes at two forty, not ten. If he complains, use your charm on him.”

“Yes, Ms Vale.”

The office carried on around us: phones, printers, footsteps, the small weather of corporate life. Cassandra stood at the edge of her office, one hand on the door, looking at me as if the clothes, hair and makeup had become less interesting than before.

“You really are quite pretty,” she said. Then she went inside.

My throat tightened. The phone rang before I could dwell on her comment.

“Office of Cassandra Vale, Olivia speaking.”


Chapter 6: Learning The Gate

I was surprised how quickly things fell into a rhythm. At the end of the day, I was given fresh clothes for the next morning. I would get ready at home, get picked up by the car and then have makeup applied and hair fixed before I began the days work. My flat was beginning to change subtly. Each day, another item was added to the hanger, underwear now had a space in the top drawer of the dresser. I was instructed on which outfit could be washed and the right setting and which needed to go to the dry cleaners.

The initial curiosity about my predicament seemed to have tempered, at least for the moment. What was more worrying was that I was beginning to change behaviour naturally, whether that was movement, voice or my general demeanour.

By the third morning, I had learned that Cassandra Vale’s desk did not merely sit outside her office. It stood like a gate in front of it.

People approached it differently depending on what they wanted. Some came smiling. Some came irritated. Some came with papers held like offerings. A few tried to walk past it as if Miranda, and now I, were mere chattels and not worth their time. That rarely worked, at least not with Miranda whose quiet authority seemed to be blessed with a calming effect.

It was not all plain sailing in my feminine endeavours, of course. My second full day had been a mess of small corrections. My phone voice wavered when I became tired. I forgot to flag an important travel buffer. I stood from the chair with too much force and knocked my knee against the underside of the desk, which hurt more because I was unable to swear with Cassandra’s door open.

At eight twenty on the third day, Miranda placed a coffee on the far edge of my station. Black. No sugar.

“Cassandra?” I asked.

“Daniel. He comes in at eight thirty when he wants something and pretends he was just passing.”

“How do you know?”

“He checked Cassandra’s diary from his phone at seven fifty-two.”

I looked at the screen. “He has access?”

“Limited. He doesn’t know it gets flagged.”

“Isn’t the coffee a giveaway?”

“A little.” I smiled. Miranda glanced at me. “Little things.”

“Yes, Miranda.”

That answer came more easily now. The first time I had said it, something in me had resisted. Now it was becoming a phrase I used to keep the day moving.

I was wearing the navy dress that morning, the one Elspeth had said was a little more feminine. It still required a waist shaper to carry off but it felt more elegant than the business-like blouse and skirt combo.

The dress fitted closely enough to give my figure a definite outline. The fabric moved when I sat, adjusted when I stood and kept reminding me that I was being held in a shape chosen for women and not men. My makeup was lighter today. Soft rose lips. Slightly smoky eyes. A face that still startled me when the screen went dark and reflected her back at me.

Miranda stood beside me and slid a folder towards me. “Gatekeeping practice.”

The phone rang before I could ask what she meant. I put on the headset. “Office of Cassandra Vale, Olivia speaking.”

The words came out cleanly now. Another slightly worrying sign that I was beginning to merge into the role that had been chosen for me. “Olivia, it’s Edmund. I need five minutes with Cassandra before ten.” I looked at the diary. Cassandra had protected review time until nine fifteen, a client call at nine twenty, board papers at nine fifty, then a hard ten o’clock with Legal.

“What’s it regarding?”

“Finance.” I waited. He sighed. “The Albright numbers.”

“Are they final?”

“They’re nearly final.” I looked at Miranda. She shook her head once.

“Ms Vale is unavailable before ten,” I said. “If the numbers are final by nine forty, send them through with the variance note and I’ll make sure she has them before Legal.”

“I really need to talk her through them.”

The old me recognised the moment because I’d used it myself in the past. Edmund wanted to move anxiety upwards and make it Cassandra’s problem before the numbers were ready.

The silence dragged on while the cogs in Edmund’s head whirred over. He sighed and said, “Fine. I’ll send them.”

“Thank you.”

I ended the call. “That’s called gatekeeping.”

“Do I get a badge?”

At eight thirty, Daniel Rowe appeared exactly as predicted, smiling broadly and carrying the confidence of a man who owned part of the building and expected doors to remember it.

“Morning,” he said.

“Good morning, Mr Rowe,” Miranda replied.

His gaze moved to me. It held for a second too long, but his face remained friendly. “Olivia.”

“Good morning, Mr Rowe.”

He looked at the coffee. “For me?”

Miranda said, “You usually ask Cassandra for something at eight thirty. I thought we could save one step.” Daniel laughed. He had a big, warm laugh. The kind that used to make me feel included. Now it sounded like nails being dragged over a chalk board.

“Is she in?”

“She is reviewing the Harbury notes.”

“I’ll only be two minutes.”

Miranda did not move. “No.”

Daniel’s eyebrows rose. I had seen him close clients worth millions. I had seen him cut a supplier to ribbons over a late delivery charge. I had never seen anybody say no to him with so little ceremony.

“No?” he said.

“She’s busy, not to be disturbed.”

“I am allowed to speak to my business partner.”

“After nine fifteen.”

He looked at me, perhaps expecting a flicker of sympathy from the person who had once been on his side of the desk. What I gave him was a slightly strained secretary’s smile and a pulse beating so hard beneath my fitted dress that I was sure he could see it. I suddenly broke out into a full blush.

Daniel picked up the coffee. “You two are frightening.” He laughed again, but this time he stepped back. “Tell Cassandra I’ll see her after nine fifteen.” He lifted the coffee in salute and left.

I let out a breath.

Miranda turned to me. “What did you notice?”

“That you can say no to Daniel Rowe and remain alive.”

Miranda returned to her screen. “If he really wanted to see her, he would have walked straight past and barged in unannounced.”

“What do we do when that happens?”

“We’re not bouncers, Olivia. We’re just humble girly secretaries.”

The other slightly worrying thing was that I was beginning to like Miranda, despite her OCD and her love for data.

By late morning, I had blocked Edmund twice, delayed Daniel once more, rerouted a Legal query, soothed a client assistant who had sent the wrong attachment, and told Tom Ellard that no, he could not “just check something quickly” with Cassandra.

Tom leaned on the edge of my station. He was too close and he knew it.

“Come on, Olivia,” he said, putting a small bend into the name. “I used to sit three desks away from you. Surely that gets me thirty seconds grace.”

I looked at his hand on the desk. Then at him.

“Please move your hand.”

His smile flickered. “Sorry?”

“You’re on my notes.”

He looked down. He lifted his hand and stood back a little, a small victory I thought. Miranda, across from me, did not look up. I could feel her listening.

“You’ve changed quite a bit,” he smirked.

My mouth went dry. The office seemed to lean with him. For some reason, I reached up and pushed a strand of hair behind my hear. I lowered my voice. “You’re blocking the light.”

He stared at me. The phone rang. I held his gaze for one second, then answered.

“Office of Cassandra Vale, Olivia speaking.”

Tom stood there through the first sentence of my call, realised nobody was going to help him, and walked away in a huff.

Miranda waited until I had finished.

“Better,” she said. She was still typing.

At eleven thirty, Gemma appeared beside my chair with the face of a woman undertaking a covert operation.

“Ladies’,” she whispered.

I stared at her. “What?”

“Come on. Sonia’s there already waiting. Miranda said you could have five minutes.”

Miranda did not look up. “Five.” She seemed to know what was going on which made me slightly nervous. I stood, smoothing my dress without quite meaning to. Gemma noticed and gave a small, approving nod, which embarrassed me more than I expected.

The women’s toilets at Vale & Rowe had always been a thing of mystery for me. Over the last few days I had been using the toilet by the service door lifts because it was safer despite Miranda saying that I should use the main rest room. I followed Gemma with a little trepidation, caught sight of one of the sales rep staring at me over a progress report and swallowed hard.

Sonia was at the mirror applying lipstick. She saw me through the glass. “Love the dress, darling.”

Gemma opened a small makeup bag. “Sit on the ledge.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re shiny.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Forehead. Not terrible. Just a little shine.”

Sonia capped her lipstick. “Let her fix it.”

I sat on the ledge. Gemma dabbed powder across my forehead and nose with quick, competent movements. Sonia stood beside the mirror with her arms folded, studying me in a way that made me feel oddly exposed.

“What?” I said.

“The dress works better than yesterday’s skirt.”

“I’ll let Elspeth know her work has passed peer review.”

Gemma tilted my chin up. “Don’t talk.”

I stopped. Powder. Lipstick check. A comb through the wig. Gemma tucked another strand behind my ear, then adjusted it because apparently even a tucked strand had standards.

“There,” she said. “Less haunted.”

“High praise.”

Sonia said, “You’re doing better than I expected.”

I looked at her.

There were several answers available. I chose none of them.

“Thank you.”

Gemma’s eyes widened. “Look at that. Growth.”

“Don’t ruin it.”

Sonia leaned against the sink. “People are talking, obviously.”

“Obviously.”

“Most are just curious.”

“Most?”

She gave me a look. “You know who isn’t.”

“Tom.”

“Tom, Mark, two of the analysts who think aftershave is a personality. But Cassandra shut down the worst of it yesterday. Miranda has shut down the rest by looking at people.”

That sounded right.

Gemma zipped her makeup bag. “Jess likes you better as Olivia.” She smiled. “I think she quite fancies you.”

I blinked. “What?”

I looked at my reflection.

Under the lights, Olivia seemed more settled. Still tense. Still too conscious of every piece of herself. But the woman looking back had survived three intense days and survived.

Gemma handed me the blister plasters. “Put one on each heel before lunch. Don’t be brave. Brave is dumb when it comes to heels.” Then she handed me the small bag she had been carrying. It contained the lip stick, compact and a brush along with a few other items, including a small bottle of perfume. “This is for you.”

I took the bag and blushed. Now I was getting accessories.

Sonia checked her watch to break the moment. “Back to the gate, Olivia. We are definitely going to have to go for a drink soon.”

At the desk, Miranda said nothing about the extra thirty seconds or the fact I know had a handbag. She simply pointed to my screen. “Sebastian Pierce is due at twelve fifteen.”

The name meant something. I knew it at once, though it took a second to place him. Pierce Strategic Holdings. Private investment group. Cold, discreet, wealthy. They hired Vale & Rowe when the work was sensitive and expensive enough that nobody wanted a long procurement trail. I had never managed the account, but I had heard Daniel talk about Sebastian Pierce as if describing a master of the dark arts.

“What does he want?” I asked.

“Cassandra. In more ways than one, actually.”

I looked at the diary. Cassandra was in a call until twelve ten, Pierce at twelve fifteen, private lunch hold at one, board notes at two thirty.

“What do I do?”

“You receive him. You offer coffee, still water or sparkling water. He takes still water unless he has had a bad morning, in which case he takes coffee and does not drink it.”

“Yes, Miranda.”

“And Olivia?”

“What?”

“He notices everything.”

At twelve precisely, Jess called. “Olivia, Mr Pierce has arrived.”

I sat straighter.

“Thank you, Jess. Please send him up.”

My voice sounded composed. My stomach did not. I checked Cassandra’s call. Still active. Miranda was inside with her, taking notes. Daniel was nowhere visible. Tom was at his desk pretending not to watch the executive corridor.

I stood.

Smoothed the dress. Stopped smoothing the dress because I heard Miranda’s voice in my head. The lift doors opened.

Sebastian Pierce stepped out alone.

He was not handsome in the easy, polished way I had expected. He was better dressed than almost every man in the building, but quietly: dark suit, white shirt, no tie, black overcoat folded over one arm. Mid-forties perhaps. Tall, with close-cut dark hair and a face that definitely reflected Alpha male.

His eyes found mine.

“Mr Pierce,” I said. “Good afternoon. Olivia Hart, Ms Vale’s office.”

He walked towards the desk and offered his hand. “Ms Hart.”

My body did something ridiculous. The title should have been nothing. Two syllables and a surname. I had heard Mr Hart a thousand times. Ms Hart was different. I was suddenly conscious of everything, the way I stood, the underwear clinging to my body, the heels, the sheer tights, the dress.

I took his hand. His grip was warm, firm and brief. He did not squeeze to test me like he would with a man. He did not hold on too long. Somehow that made me more aware of everything.

“Ms Vale is finishing a call,” I said. “She will be with you shortly. May I offer still water, sparkling water or coffee?”

“Still water, please.”

Of course.

“Please take a seat. I’ll let her know you’ve arrived.”

“Thank you.”

He sat in the waiting chair near the window, not looking at his phone. I poured cold water into a glass, placed it on the small table beside him, and noticed his eyes move to the bracelet on my wrist, then to my face.

“You’re new to Cassandra’s office,” he said.

“Yes.”

“How are you finding it?”

“I’m still learning,” I said.

His mouth changed slightly. Almost a smile, but not quite.

“She’s a fair boss, I’ve always thought.”

The silence opened. Normally I would have filled it. Sebastian Pierce looked at me for one more second, and something in his expression shifted. Approval, perhaps. Or curiosity. Something controlled.

Miranda came out of Cassandra’s office just in time to save me.“Mr Pierce.”

“Miranda.”

They greeted each other like people who had met across many expensive problems.

“Cassandra will be two minutes,” Miranda said.

“I’m early.”

His almost-smile returned.

Miranda looked at me. “Olivia, please print the Pierce briefing addendum and place one copy in Cassandra’s black folder.”

“Yes, Miranda.”

I moved to the printer.

The briefing addendum was in the folder marked Pierce. I found it without asking. Printed it. Checked the footer. One copy. Black folder. No fuss. When I turned back, Sebastian was watching me.

Cassandra’s door opened. “Sebastian.”

“Cassandra, how are you.”

Miranda took his water glass before he stood, and I stepped half a pace back without being told. Cassandra’s eyes flicked to me, then to the folder in my hand. I passed it to her.

“Briefing addendum, Ms Vale.”

She accepted it. “Thank you, Olivia.”

Sebastian’s gaze moved between us.

“Olivia,” he said, as if placing the name carefully. “Will you be joining us?”

My mouth went dry.

“No,” I said too quickly. Miranda’s eyes sharpened. I corrected myself. “No, Mr Pierce. I’ll be at the desk if Ms Vale needs anything.”

“Good,” Cassandra said.

Sebastian looked at me again.

“Then I expect we’ll speak later, Ms Hart.”

He went into Cassandra’s office. The door closed. For a second, I stood completely still. Miranda returned to her chair.

“Sit down, before you fall down,” she said.

I sat. My fingers found the keyboard, but the screen had gone slightly unfocused. I looked down at my hands. The bracelet had slid towards the keyboard. My nails were pale and neat. My wrists looked narrower than they had in my head.

Ms Hart.

What had just happened?


Chapter 7: The Client Dinner

The invitation arrived at ten sixteen on Thursday morning. Invitation was probably the wrong word for anything sent by Cassandra Vale and at first I thought it was a joke. What fresh pain were they intending to put me through? I had started using the main rest rooms now and would finish my business and then do what the other girls would do, fix my makeup. I even sprayed a little perfume on my wrists that morning, which, of course, Miranda noticed immediately.

Nothing was being said openly but I think there was a general consensus that I was becoming quite girly. It helped that no one seemed to bat an eyelid now at me. The girls in the office, at all levels, seemed to be more friendly, the guys were a little more stand offish of course – that was understandable. One of their own had joined the other side!

The invitation appeared in my inbox as a forwarded calendar entry with one line above it.

Olivia will attend as dinner support. Wardrobe to be adjusted accordingly. CV

Dinner support.

The phrase had the calm brutality of all Cassandra’s phrases. It sounded like a function, not an event. I knew that she sometimes held gatherings and I had attended a few. The girls in the office often acted as service staff, feeding the great and the good drinks and nibbles.

Miranda was on a call, her voice low and even. “No, Daniel. She cannot take that at eleven…Because eleven is currently being used by the thing you moved yesterday. Yes, that thing.” She glanced at me while listening, followed my gaze to the calendar entry, and held out one hand. I turned my screen slightly.

Her eyes moved across the message. “Ah,” she said.

I waited until she ended Daniel’s call with the phrase, “Send the memo first, then she’ll decide whether it is urgent,” which I had come to understand meant he was absolutely not getting into Cassandra’s office and the matter would not be classed as urgent in a month of Sundays.

Miranda put the headset down and forced a smile. “Pierce dinner. It is not social.”

“It’s dinner.”

“It is client work with food.” Miranda looked at me. “Do you know how to support a client dinner?”

“I have been to dozens.”

“And you’ve seen the girls.”

“What will Olivia do?”

“Manage papers. Confirm timings. Know who is seated where. Track when Cassandra wants to leave. Handle interruptions if needed. Stop Daniel talking over the client if he gets enthusiastic. Make sure no one is left without a drink, a document or an exit.”

“Daniel is coming?”

“No. Cassandra, Sebastian Pierce, two of his directors, one external adviser and you.”

“Me.”

“Yes.”

“With Sebastian Pierce.”

“And Cassandra.”

I looked at the calendar again.

Pierce Strategic Holdings Dinner, 7:30pm, The Larch Room, St James’s

I knew The Larch Room. Not personally, but by reputation. Private dining, discreet staff, no prices on the menu because apparently that was vulgar when you made more money in a day than most did in a year.

“What does ‘wardrobe adjusted’ mean?” Miranda’s expression remained neutral. I hated that I already understood enough to be afraid of the answer. I had seen the girls at these kinds of meetings.

“It means Elspeth is coming at four.”

The day slowed after that.

I wouldn’t have the safety of the station outside Cassandra’s office or the benefit that most of the people in the office knew who I was and had somehow got used to it – or bored of it. Now I was being asked to step out into the world as a girl and I seemingly had no choice.

By three, I had begun to make small mistakes. Wrong tab. Missed flag. A meeting note saved to the right folder under the wrong date.

Miranda came and stood beside my chair. “What are you doing?”

“I’m thinking about tonight.”

“Yes.”

“That’s reasonable. What are you trying to do to me?”

I turned my chair slightly. The skirt moved against my knees. I had become less conscious of it, which was another fact I did not enjoy when I managed to think about it at all.

“You should be flattered for a start.” Miranda sighed. “Cassandra wouldn’t involve you if she thought you couldn’t cope.”

There was a faint reflection of me in the computer screen. I was suddenly conscious again of all the clothes, the heels pinching slightly at my toes, the tights, the underwear and the dress.

“You will act as her support so you’re going to be a mixture between hostess and administrative support. So you will talk and engage and laugh at the right moments and then put your serious face on when asked for particular details or to note an action.”

I looked away. I said nothing. The fear was suddenly beginning to grow in a way I had not experienced in a long while.

At four, Elspeth arrived with two garment bags and Marta behind her carrying a small case. The executive floor pretended not to watch and watched anyway.

Cassandra allowed the use of a small shower and changing room beside the board suite, a space apparently reserved for senior partners who cycled in and then discussed resilience over breakfast. By four fifteen, I was standing in front of Elspeth in my underwear, shaping briefs and bra, no longer capable of being surprised by how quickly my dignity could be scheduled.

Elspeth walked around me once.

“You’ve improved in the shoulders.”

“Thank you. I’ve been bullied by experts.”

“That often helps.”

She unzipped the first garment bag.

The gown was green.

Deep green, close to black in shadow, with a shaped waist, long sleeves and a neckline that was modest but still revealing a hint of cleavage. It fell just below the knee and had a narrow slit at the back that made my stomach tighten for reasons I refused to acknowledge. Despite it’s simplicity, it was intensely feminine, the material soft and fluid.

“Is that appropriate for a business dinner?”

“Yes.”

“It looks like a party dress.”

“You are attending a dinner.”

The second garment bag held a black dress, sleek and figure hugging. Cassandra chose from the doorway without entering fully.

“The green, we don’t want her looking like a call girl.”

I turned. Cassandra’s gaze moved over the rails, the case, me, the half-zipped dress bag. No visible reaction to my state of undress. Somehow that steadied the room and unsettled me at the same time.

“You will leave with me at six forty-five,” she said. “Briefing at six fifteen.”

“Yes, Ms Vale.”

“Miranda will have everything you need.”

“Yes, Ms Vale.”

Her eyes paused on my face. “You look nervous.”

“I am nervous.”

Elspeth looked almost approving. Cassandra stepped back out the door and I heard her heels click into the distance.

“We’ll begin with the underwear,” Elspeth said.

“What’s wrong with what I’m wearing.”

“Oh dear,” she said.

She opened a bag and took out several items that made the heat on my face increase tenfold. A mint green lace bra and pantie set that was less functional than decorative. A suspender belt in matching style and colour. Elspeth made me go behind a screen and put the items on. My hands were shaking and the sense that I was going a step way too far filled my head. I came out wearing the items and Elspeth told me to sit on a chair. It was hard wood and cold against my pantied behind. She unwrapped a fresh pack of nude, lace top stockings. Without thinking I rolled the first one up and then slid it over my foot.

“You’ve done this before,” said Elspeth.

I blushed. “No, I had a girlfriend who wore stockings.” I attached the suspenders and then put on the next stocking.

Anika arrived at the right moment and set about doing my makeup. She put a cape over my shoulders and removed my day look with gentle brushes of cleanser and cotton wool. She moisturised and then started her work. She used contouring foundation and created more definition around the eyes, a firmer lip, a little warmth on the cheek.

The colour was deeper than the office rose. Not red exactly. Plum, perhaps. With the liner it changed my mouth more than anything else had. “Too much?” She asked as I looked in the mirror

“No,” I said. “It’s fine.”

The green dress went over my head with a whisper and settled down my body, finding the waist shaper, the bra, the hips. The fabric was heavier than the office dress, smoother, more expensive. When Elspeth fastened the back, the dress drew itself into place and revealed my figure. Elspeth adjusted the sleeves. “That’s pretty,” she said.

“Shoes.”

These were pale green like the lingerie, higher than the office pair which immediately sent a shiver of worry through me. I put them on and stood. The back slit allowed movement, but only the movement it chose.

“Walk,” said Elspeth.

After four days in heels, I was surprised how easy it was adjust to the new height. I was slow at first but then more confident. The higher heels instilled a gentle wiggle in my hips that was really quite feminine. As if by magic, Mae suddenly appeared and went to work on the wig, pinning sections for a more exotic evening look. Elspeth added a fine gold necklace and matching pair of earrings and bracelet. Anika was putting some makeup items in a small clutch bag that matched the dress perfectly.

Elspeth stood behind me as I stared in the mirror

“Don’t shrink.”

“What does that mean?”

“Do you look pretty?” I held my breath and couldn’t speak. “Then don’t shrink.”

At six fifteen, Miranda joined me in the small boardroom with a folder she had prepared for the evening. She stepped in the room and her mouth dropped open in genuine surprise. “Oh…my…God.” That made me blush. “I think you’ve found your calling.” Then she seemed to recover which I was grateful for as I was beginning to think I was about to have a nervous breakdown. “Dinner rules,” she said.

I sat carefully, almost elegantly. The dress seem to flow over me, exciting nerve endings I never knew I had. “Go on.”

She placed the seating plan in front of me. “Cassandra here. Sebastian here. Mr Havelock, their legal adviser, here. Nina Quayle, investment director, here. Imogen Cross, operations lead, here. You here.”

I looked. “Why are we outnumbered?”

“That’s the way Sebastian wants it. He’s testing Cassandra, I think.”

I was seated not beside Cassandra, but one place down, near enough to hear and pass documents, far enough not to appear as though I belonged to the serious negotiations.

“Why am I seated?”

“Because standing behind Cassandra during dinner would look pretty stupid.” I can’t believe I fluttered my eyelashes then or why I even did it. Miranda looked at me strangely. “Seated support must look like a guest and think like staff.”

“I should be good at that.”

“Don’t step out of Olivia and into Oliver mode. That’s not what you are there for.” Miranda tapped the folder. “Inside: summary notes. Confidential point list stays in your folio unless Cassandra asks for it. If anyone asks what is in the folio, you say, ‘support notes for Ms Vale.’ Nothing else.”

“Wine?”

“You may accept a small glass if offered. You do not finish it unless Cassandra does. You do not drink too much.”

“Food?”

“For you? My advice is order something easy to eat. No shells, no long pasta, nothing with too much sauce.” She closed the folder. “Sebastian may speak to you.”

“About what?”

“Anything.”

“He studies people. Do not try to be more interesting than you are supposed to be.”

“Keep it simple, stupid.”

“Exactly.”

The door opened then and Cassandra stood there in a beautifully tailored black evening suit, silk blouse beneath, hair pinned, lipstick cool and dark. Severe was too blunt a word for her. She looked assembled for a fight with the Justice League.

“Stand,” she said. I stood.

She assessed the dress, the hair, the shoes, the makeup, the folio in my hands.

“Good.” Cassandra looked at me. “Tonight, you will learn to support. You will engage in conversation, you will laugh and joke but your primary purpose is to support me.”

The Larch Room was the kind of restaurant that lay concealed behind a plain door. It could have been a normal townhouse for a well-to-do couple bringing up a family. No crowd outside, no menu in a glass box, no neon sign. Inside, everything was dark wood, leather bound books, old portraits, low light and staff who knew names before coats were removed.

A woman at the front desk greeted Cassandra as if she visited every night. “Ms Vale. The Beckett Room is ready.”

“Thank you.” She turned slightly.

“This is Olivia Hart, from my office.”

The woman smiled at me. “Good evening, Ms Hart.”

The private dining room was warm, with a round table set for six, low flowers in the centre, water already poured, menus placed at exact angles. I checked the seating without being asked. Correct. I checked the side table. Spare copies of the agenda. Correct. I checked the time. Seven twenty-two.

Cassandra watched me. I noticed and stopped rushing.

I placed my folio at my seat. Sebastian Pierce arrived at seven thirty.

He entered with Nina Quayle and Imogen Cross. Mr Havelock arrived a minute later, apologising to no one and adjusting his cuffs as if he was about to do a magic trick. Sebastian wore a dark suit and open-collared white shirt beneath a fine black overcoat. He shook Cassandra’s hand, greeted Miranda’s absence with a polite question, and then turned to me.

“Ms Hart.” He remembered the name. Not surprising. Still, my body reacted.

“Mr Pierce.” His eyes moved over me once. Not slowly. Not crudely. Enough to register the dress, the hair, the evening version of Olivia. Then he met my eyes.

“You look delightful this evening.” In a normal corporate world, that would have been seen as tacky and sexist. In the world of the rich and shameless, however, it was par for the course. It said: Aren’t you a pretty little thing, be sure not to get in my way with all this important stuff.

Dinner began.

For the first twenty minutes, I worked. That saved me.

Menus. Water. The timing of the first document. A quiet note to the waiter that Mr Havelock required the vegetarian option despite having ignored three chances to mention it. Cassandra did not ask how I knew. She saw the note in the dietary list Miranda had given me and allowed me to place the correction without comment.

I listened.

Nina Quayle spoke quickly, with a habit of looking at Sebastian after every serious point as if she needed his personal approval. Imogen Cross did not speak unless she had the fact to hand which made her more like Miranda. Havelock liked to introduce objections after everyone else had relaxed. Sebastian said less than all of them.

“You have the revised fee range?” Cassandra asked, without looking at me. I opened the folio, removed the correct sheet and placed it beside her right hand. She took it without breaking her sentence. “Thank you, Olivia.”

Sebastian looked at me a little more intensely than necessary. Heat moved beneath the neckline of the dress.

During the main course, Havelock tried to turn some governance concern into something it wasn’t and I wondered if Sebastian had installed him as some sort of distraction. At eight, I saw Cassandra’s finger move once against her glass.

It was a signal Miranda had taught me. Interruption required. Soft, plausible, immediate. Usually to do with time and previous engagements. Cassandra had drunk sparkling water during the meal.

I leaned slightly towards Cassandra. “Ms Vale, apologies. The car has confirmed the revised pick-up. We will need to leave by nine twenty.”

Havelock stopped.

Cassandra turned to him. “Then we should land this point if possible so we can enjoy the brandies.”

Later, when the plates were cleared, Sebastian addressed me again. “Olivia, how long have you worked with Cassandra?”

The table quietened by a degree. Not enough for anyone else to notice perhaps, but I did. Cassandra’s hand rested beside her glass. Nina glanced at me with mild interest. Imogen watched without expression.

“Not long,” I said. “Long enough to understand that time with Ms Vale is best used well.”

Cassandra’s gaze moved to me for half a second.

Sebastian leaned back slightly and laughed. “A diplomatic answer.”

His eyes warmed in a way that made my breath shorten.

.

I lowered my eyes to the table, then hated myself for doing it.

The dinner moved on. By nine, the agreement was not final, but it had enought shape. The plates had been cleared. Coffee had been offered. I had drunk only half a glass of wine and eaten without ruining my makeup or splashing something over my dress.

“Olivia,” Cassandra said. “Would you confirm the car?”

“Yes, Ms Vale.”

I stepped out into the corridor with my phone and the restaurant’s low murmur behind me. The hall outside the private rooms was quiet, panelled, lit by small shaded lamps. My heels sank slightly into the carpet. I checked the car message, confirmed the pick-up, then stood for a moment with my back against the wall.

I needed air. The door opened. Sebastian stepped out. I straightened at once.

“Mr Pierce.”

“Ms Hart.”

He did not move closer. That somehow made the corridor feel smaller and slightly more dangerous.

“Cassandra sent you?”

“No,” he said. “I gave Havelock a chance to discuss indemnity with someone who enjoys it.” A small laugh escaped before I could stop it. Sebastian watched my face.

Sebastian stood with one hand in his pocket, the other resting lightly at his side. Calm. Controlled. No smirk. No pressure I could object to.

“You handled that well,” he said. His eyes held mine. The silence lengthened. My skin felt too alive again beneath the dress. The earrings had begun to pinch. My lipstick felt heavy, present, as if my mouth had become a place words might be noticed. “You seem uncomfortable when I speak to you,” he said.

“I’m working.”

“That wasn’t a criticism.”

“It sounded like one.”

I looked at him then. Really looked. There was nothing mocking in his face. No joke waiting. No cruelty dressed as charm. He was studying me, yes, but not as a spectacle. As a girl who interested him.

My fingers tightened around the phone.

“Mr Pierce.”

“Sebastian, when Cassandra isn’t in the room.”

The private dining room door opened behind him, and Cassandra’s voice carried out, cool and exact. He turned at once. “Cassandra.”

“We are ready.”

He looked back at me.

“Good evening, Ms Hart.”

“Good evening, Mr Pierce.”

He returned to the room. I remained in the corridor for three seconds longer than I should have. When I went back in, Cassandra’s eyes moved from Sebastian to me, then to my hands. I realised I was still holding the phone too tightly and lowered it.

Nothing was said.

The departure was smooth. Coats. Handshakes. A promise of revised terms by noon. Havelock’s final attempt to reopen a point killed by Cassandra with the phrase, “We have covered that.” Nina thanked me for the updated process. Imogen asked for my email, then corrected herself and said, “You’ll be on Cassandra’s chain, I assume.”

“Yes,” I said.

Sebastian said nothing more until we reached the pavement outside. The air was cool. The street shone faintly from earlier rain. Cars moved slowly past the restaurant, black shapes under gold light. Cassandra’s car arrived first.

Sebastian stood beside the kerb. “Cassandra,” he said. “Tomorrow.”

“Noon,” she replied.

He looked at me once. Not long. Enough.

Then he stepped back, and the driver opened our door.

I got in after Cassandra, careful with the dress, careful with my knees, careful not to look too stupid. The car moved away.

For several streets, Cassandra said nothing. I watched London pass in fragments: wet pavement, bus windows, a cyclist hunched against the evening, a couple arguing softly outside a pub. My reflection floated in the car window, Olivia overlaid on the city. Dark hair. Green dress. Lipstick. Eyes awake.

“You handled Havelock well,” Cassandra said.

“Thank you, Ms Vale.”

The bracelet slid beneath the cuff of my coat. Cassandra’s voice became slightly quieter. “Sebastian unsettles most people.”

I kept very still.

“He doesn’t seem to do much.”

“That is his gift I suppose.”

The car dropped me outside my building at ten twelve. Cassandra did not wait for me to say anything. She simply said, “Eight fifteen tomorrow. Office dress. I’ll need the Pierce notes,” and the car moved on.

My flat was silent when I opened the door.

I left the lights low and walked straight to the bathroom. The woman in the mirror looked as if she had come from someone else’s dream. Green dress, dark hair, fading makeup, tired eyes.

I took off the earrings first. Then the bracelet. Then the necklace.

My fingers moved to the zip at the back of the dress and stopped.

I reached for cleanser and scrubbed at the lipstick too fast. The colour smeared before it lifted, blurring across my mouth in dark streaks. I rubbed harder. My skin reddened. The woman in the mirror looked less composed now, more frightened, as if the evening had finally caught up with her.

I removed the lipstick, then the foundation, then the mascara that left shadows under my eyes. I pulled off the wig and placed it on the stand Elspeth had insisted I take home. The green dress came last, sliding down my body to the floor in a soft circle I stepped out of carefully.

I stared at myself in the pale green lingerie, the panties and bra, the garter belt and stockings. Without thinking I touched myself and felt the sensual, silky sheen of my skin beneath my fingertips.


Chapter 8: Girl’s Night Out

By late Friday afternoon, I had begun to think I might survive and maybe even thrive.

That sounds ridiculous now, but at the time it felt like a serious achievement. I had made it through a working week as Olivia Hart. I had answered Cassandra Vale’s phone, managed her diary, made coffee for men who used to nod at me as if we belonged to the same private club, walked through the office in skirts and dresses, used the women’s toilets, sat at Miranda’s secondary station and learned that the executive desk was not a decorative thing but a border crossing with a telephone attached.

I was tired in a way I had not expected.

Sales had been tiring in a different way. Late calls, early trains, too much wine, hotel breakfasts, the panic of trying to remember which client’s daughter was at Bristol University and which one had broken her ankle skiing.

This was different. My feet hurt, my shoulders ached, and my face felt as if it had been trapped in a pretty little mask all week. Even my voice felt tired, as if Olivia speaking had used muscles Oliver had never bothered to develop.

Still, it was Friday.

Cassandra had left early. She had a private appointment, according to the diary. Miranda had not told me what it was, so I had not asked. I was beginning to understand that curiosity at the desk was not the same as in other worlds.

Before Cassandra left, she stood beside the desk with her coat over one arm and looked over the final notes.

“Monday,” she said, “I w ant to start with the Pierce wrap up at ten. I will need both of you.”

“Yes, Ms Vale.”

“Do not forget the revised addendum.”

I almost laughed. “Yes, Ms Vale.”

She looked at me for a moment longer, as if she had heard the laugh before it arrived and judged it unnecessary.

“And Olivia?”

“Yes?”

“You have improved.”

That was all. Improved. From Cassandra, it was practically a poem. Then she left, her heels making almost no sound, and the executive floor seemed to release a little breath. Doors opened. Finance voices grew louder. The day moved into that odd Friday shape when people are still working but mentally halfway to a glass of wine or a train home.

I was halfway to my old life. That was what I told myself.

I could go home. Remove the wig. Take off the dress, the tights, the bra, the shaping briefs. Put on jeans, a sweatshirt, trainers. Order something greasy. Drink too much. Watch something stupid. Sleep late. Spend Saturday as Oliver Hart and prove to myself that Olivia was still a weekday inconvenience imposed by contract and Cassandra Vale’s terrifying will.

I wanted that. At least, I thought I did.

Miranda and I stayed behind to do catch-up. That meant cleaning the small things that bred in the corners of Cassandra’s office when nobody was looking: unsigned minutes, diary clashes, two travel bookings, a client birthday reminder, a missing invoice, and a pile of documents Miranda said needed to be filed.

I was wearing the navy dress from Wednesday. It had become almost familiar by then, and the one I liked most. At half past four, I was checking Cassandra’s Monday schedule when Miranda’s phone buzzed.

She glanced at it.

Then she glanced at me.

“What?” I said.

“We’ve been summoned.”

“By who?”

Miranda picked up a black shopping bag from beneath her desk. I had not noticed it there before. That was a bad sign. “Come on,” she said.

“Where?”

“Ladies’.”

I looked at the bag. “What’s in the bag?”

“Because Gemma handed it to me at lunch and told me not to let you escape.”

My stomach tightened. “Escape what?” Miranda’s mouth moved as if she was fighting the smallest possible smile.

I should have refused. That would have been the sensible thing. I had done my week. I had obeyed Cassandra. I had endured Miranda. I had faced the office, Sebastian Pierce, the women’s toilets, sexy lingerie and a client dinner and more lipstick than any man should be expected to wear in a single week. I had earned the right to go home and sit in tracksuit bottoms like a normal person.

I smoothed my dress before following Miranda. She noticed but said nothing.

The women’s restroom on the main floor had changed in my mind since the first time Gemma had pulled me in there. It was no longer a forbidden place exactly. It was still strange, still intimate, still full of small rituals I did not fully understand, but it had begun to feel less like trespassing when I entered. Women came in, fixed lipstick, complained about shoes, swapped gossip, checked messages, looked at themselves with a severity men rarely applied.

Gemma was at the mirror in a black bra and half-zipped skirt, one foot on stool while she fastened an ankle strap. Sonia was in a slip, applying eyeliner with surgical precision. Jess from reception was there in a silver top and jeans, laughing at something someone had said. Two other girls from the client coordination team were half-dressed by the sinks, surrounded by makeup bags, perfume, hair spray, clutch,bags and the kind of dresses that looked as if they belonged on a catwalk.

I stopped at the door.

Every woman turned.

For one second, the room went quiet. Then Gemma pointed at me with her mascara wand.

“There she is.”

I looked behind me.

“Don’t do that,” Sonia said. “You know she means you.”

Jess laughed. “Welcome to Friday night out with the girls.”

Miranda came in behind me and closed the door.

I turned to her. “You knew about this.”

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t warn me.”

“No.”

Gemma came over, still holding the mascara wand, and looked me up and down. “Right. She’s good as she is, obviously, but that’s office Olivia. We need going-out Olivia.”

Sonia turned from the mirror. “Don’t panic. It’s not too mad.”

The word mad was not reassuring in a women’s restroom full of women in underwear. Gemma reached into the black bag and pulled out a dress.

It was sparkly. Sparkly and short. Not green evening elegance like The Larch Room. Not navy desk discipline. Certainly not Cassandra-approved executive femininity. This was silver-black, soft, clinging, with a little shimmer in the fabric and a neckline that made me instinctively step back.

“No, absolutely not. I have completed my working week. I am going home.”

“In that?” Gemma said.

“Yes.”

“To do what?”

“Recover.”

“You can recover tomorrow.”

“I have plans.”

Sonia raised an eyebrow. “Do you?”

I did not. That was cruelly obvious. Miranda leaned against the wall, arms folded. “You cannot escape young lady. Girl’s night is a tradition round here and you are expected to attend.”

She meant it. I could hear that. Cassandra’s office had spent the week teaching me how to be a girl and now this was the ‘final’ lesson. Gemma’s expression softened a little. “We’re going out. Just drinks. Maybe dancing. Nothing awful. We thought you might want to come.”

I looked at the dress again.

It was impossible. That was the sensible verdict. But a quieter thought came after it, the one I disliked because it did not sound like Oliver. It was also pretty. Gemma saw my face. “Oh, she likes it.”

“I do not.”

“You absolutely do.”

Miranda looked at the ceiling, perhaps asking for strength. I took the dress from Sonia’s hands. It was lighter than expected. The shimmer caught the restroom lights.

“Where did you get this?”

“Sonia bought it,” Gemma said.

I looked at Sonia. She smiled, but not mockingly. “I saw it at lunch and thought of you.”

I went into a cubicle with the dress and different bra Gemma insisted was necessary, and instructions shouted through the door by three women who all seemed to assume I had been born knowing how to change quickly.

There was a moment when the office dress came off and I stood in the cubicle in bra, shaping briefs, tights and heels, holding a sparkly party dress in both hands, when I realised how bizarre this was. I thought of my flat, my sofa, Oliver’s sweatshirt, the safe dull comfort of pretending none of this had reached deeper than the surface.

The dress slid down my body and settled with almost delicious ease.

It was short. Not indecent, but short enough that I became aware of my legs in a new way. The fabric skimmed over the shaping beneath. It made the office heels look wrong,  but then Gemma passed in a pair of black heels that were higher and thinner than anything I had worn so far.

I opened the cubicle door.

Gemma’s face lit up. Jess clapped once. Sonia tilted her head, considering the whole effect like a stylist about to approve a difficult project.

Miranda said nothing.

Gemma came forward and took my hands. “You look amazing.”

“I look ridiculous.”

“No,” Jess said. “You really don’t.”

Sonia stood behind me and turned me towards the mirror.

I looked. Going-out Olivia looked back.

She looked younger, softer, more dangerous to herself. The dress caught the light when she breathed. Her legs looked longer. Her dark hair framed her face. The office makeup had faded, but there was enough left to suggest what could be done. For a second, I understood why women looked at themselves before a night out with fear and hope mixed together.

Gemma moved beside me, already opening makeup.

“Right. We need eyes, lips, hair, perfume. Sonia, bag?”

Sonia produced a small black clutch from nowhere.

I turned. “You bought a bag too?”

“It was on sale.”

Miranda came closer and looked at me in the mirror. “Stand properly.”

I straightened. She adjusted one shoulder strap and smoothed the hair away from my face. Her fingers were cooler than I expected, brief but careful. “There.”

I met her eyes in the mirror. For once, she did not immediately look away.

The next fifteen minutes were a blur of brushes, powder, laughter and women talking over one another. Gemma darkened my eyes. Sonia chose a plum lipstick, then rejected it and chose a brighter rose. Jess sprayed perfume and made everyone cough. Someone lent me hoop earrings and someone else said no, too much, use the little drops. Miranda held the clutch and watched the door in case anyone from Legal came in and found several women and one newly minted Olivia occupying the sinks like a revolutionary cell.

They talked about where we were going. A bar first, then maybe a club near Soho. They talked about Tom being unbearable, the new girl in procurement and a man from Finance who had apparently been sending “hope this finds you well” emails to every woman under thirty with tragic optimism.

At five fifteen, we left the restroom as a group.

Sonia linked her arm through mine. “Too late to escape.”

Miranda walked on my other side. “Small steps.”

She had changed. Not as dramatically as the others. She wore a black dress under her work jacket now, softer than her office clothes, and had put on darker lipstick. It made her look less like Cassandra’s second in command and more like a woman who might have a life outside office hours.

We walked past reception first.

Jess had already gone ahead to collect her coat, so the desk was covered by a junior receptionist called Emily, who looked up and almost dropped her pen.

Gemma waved. “Night.”

“Night,” Emily said, staring at me. “You all look lovely.”

The sales floor still had people on it. Friday was late for some, especially the men who liked to make sure others saw them working. Tom Ellard and Mark Davies were near the end desks, both with jackets off, pretending to study something on a screen.

Tom looked up. His face did exactly what I feared and hoped it would not. First surprise. Then recognition. Then delight of the worst kind.

“Well,” he said loudly enough for the people nearby to hear. “Night out, Oliver?”

My arm tightened against Sonia’s. She tightened hers back, hard enough to hurt.

Gemma stopped walking. “It’s Olivia.”

Tom laughed. “Right. Olivia. Sorry. Hard to keep up.”

Mark muttered something I did not catch.

Sonia did.

She turned her head. “Say it properly or don’t say it.”

Mark’s smile collapsed. Tom looked at the group, at the dresses, at the makeup, at me in the middle of them. “Girls’ night, is it?”

Gemma smiled sweetly. “Yes, Tom. That’s what girls do sometimes. They go out.” We kept walking. I did not breathe properly until we reached the lift. Inside, Gemma burst out laughing.

Miranda looked at the mirrored wall where all of us stood reflected: Gemma bright and amused, Sonia sharp and elegant, Jess joining us at the last second with her coat, two other girls fixing earrings, Miranda composed in black, and me in the sparkly dress with my heart trying to escape through my throat.

The first bar was too loud and too full, but apparently that was the point. We stood around a tall table near the back while Gemma ordered cocktails and Sonia told me not to hold my clutch like I was clinging onto a sinking ship. I had a gin and tonic because it seemed less complicated than the drinks with colours, and I sipped it carefully because Miranda was watching and because I did not trust myself in heels, lipstick and too much alcohol inside me.

The first hour was easier than I expected. Nobody knew Oliver Hart there. Nobody knew the clause, the meeting, Miranda’s report, Cassandra’s office, or the humiliation of my first walk through reception. They saw a group of women from work out on a Friday night. Some men looked, of course. Most were blunt, ordinary, forgettable. A man in a blue shirt tried to catch my eye near the bar and I looked away so fast Gemma nearly choked on her drink.

“Easy,” she said. “You don’t have to marry him.”

Sonia leaned in. “You get used to ignoring them.”

“Do you?” I became acutely aware of my outfit, not least because I kept seeing my reflection in the mirror above the bar.

Later, we went to a club.

It was downstairs, somewhere off a side street, all dark walls, low lights, a sticky floor and music I felt in my ribs. Gemma took my hand and pulled me onto the dance floor before I had time to object. At first, I felt quite awkward. There were more mirrors and the dress seemed to flow over me, tickling the top of my thighs. Then Jess shouted something I could not hear, Sonia put both hands on my waist and turned me slightly.

“Let your hips move,” she said into my ear.

So I did. Not well. Not naturally. But enough. The dress shimmered in the mirrors when I moved. My hair brushed my cheeks. The heels forced my balance forward. The music did some of the work. For a while, I stopped checking myself from the outside. I was just in the noise, with Gemma laughing, Sonia dancing better than everyone, Jess throwing her hands up as if work had never existed, and Miranda at the edge of the floor watching us with a drink in her hand and an expression I could not read.

When I looked at her, she did not look away. That was when the night changed. Not because of Miranda. Not yet. Because Tom and Mark walked in.

I saw them before they saw me. Tom had changed into a black shirt. Mark wore the same expression he wore at work as if the world was a personal affront and he had to punch it hard in the face. They had two other men with them, not from Vale & Rowe, and they were already loud before they reached the bar.

My stomach dropped.

Sonia saw my face.

“What?”

I nodded. Her eyes followed. “Oh, for God’s sake.”

Gemma turned. “No.”

Miranda was already moving towards us.

“We can leave,” she said.

The fact that she offered, rather than ordered, made my throat tighten. “I don’t want them to chase me out.”

For a while, perhaps twenty minutes, nothing happened. Tom saw us. Mark saw us. They laughed into each other’s ears. They looked over. Gemma made a rude gesture behind her drink, and Sonia told her to behave.

Then Tom came over. Of course he did. He had an audience now. His friends. Mark. A nearby group who had no idea what was happening but could sense drama approaching and turned slightly towards it.

“Well,” Tom said. “There you are.” I held my drink with both hands to stop them shaking.

“Tom.”

His eyes moved down the dress. “You’ve settled in quickly.”

Gemma stepped between us. “Go away.”

Tom smiled at her. “This doesn’t concern you.”

“It does if you’re bothering my friend.”

Tom looked over Gemma’s shoulder at me. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

“Calling what?” Sonia said, appearing beside him.

Tom laughed and glanced at the watching faces nearby. “Come on. People should know, shouldn’t they?”

My body went cold. Miranda moved closer.

“Tom,” she said. “Stop.” He ignored her. That was his mistake.

He turned slightly towards the loose little crowd that had gathered. “This is actually Oliver from my office. Used to be one of the lads. Now apparently he’s Olivia.”

The words went out into the club. They did not land as he wanted because the music was loud and half the people were drunk and nobody cared about Vale & Rowe’s internal arrangements as much as Tom imagined they would. Still, a few heads turned. A few faces sharpened. One man laughed, not knowing why.

Then Gemma punched Tom.

Straight, fast, with a compact little movement that suggested either hidden training or deep personal conviction. Her fist hit him below the eye and Tom went backwards with an expression of pure surprise before landing flat on his backside.

For half a second, nobody moved.

Then Sonia said, very calmly, “Gemma.”

Gemma shook her hand. “Ow.”

Mark stepped forward. Miranda stepped in front of him.

“Don’t,” she said.

Security arrived quickly. Not violently, just with the bored efficiency of men who had seen worse during happy hour. Tom shouted something about assault. Gemma said, “He slipped.” Jess laughed so hard she had to turn away. Sonia told security exactly enough and no more.

I stood there, useless and shaking.

Tom was escorted out first, still shouting. Mark followed him, angry and embarrassed and careful not to look at me. Their friends went with them.

Gemma turned to me, still holding her hand. “Sorry.”

I stared at her. “You punched him.”

“Strangely, I’ve been wanting to do that all week.”

Jess said, “Worth it.”

Miranda looked at me. “Olivia?”

I could not speak at first. Everyone was looking at me now. Not the whole club. Just the girls. My girls, though I was not sure I was allowed to think that. “I want to go,” I said.

“Home?” Miranda asked.

I nodded. Gemma’s face fell. “I’m sorry. I ruined it.”

“No,” I said. “You didn’t.”

I meant that. I did not know exactly what she had done, but it was not ruin.

Outside, the air hit my face like cold water. The street was busy, taxis crawling past, people smoking near doorways, girls in short dresses laughing too loudly, men arguing about where to go next. London did not care that Tom Ellard had tried to turn me back into a joke and failed.

Sonia and Jess took Gemma for another drink somewhere quieter. Miranda said she would get me home. No one argued, not even Gemma, though she hugged me before she left and whispered, “You look amazing, by the way,” which nearly finished me off.

The taxi ride with Miranda was quiet.

She sat beside me, black dress neat, coat over her knees, face turned slightly towards the window. The city moved over her in reflections. I was aware of my bare thighs beneath the short dress, the ache in my feet, the smear of lipstick inside my mouth where I had bitten it, the adrenaline slowly draining and leaving something shakier behind.

The taxi stopped outside my building. Miranda paid before I could find my clutch properly. I did not object. I was too tired to remember which version of myself would have insisted.

At my front door, I expected her to leave.

She did not.

“Do you want to come up?” she asked.

The question was simple. Direct. Very Miranda. I looked at her under the hallway light.

“Yes,” I said.

My flat looked different with Miranda in it. Smaller, less impressive, more obviously a bachelor’s place that had recently been invaded by feminine objects. Makeup wipes by the sink. Tights drying over the bathroom rail because Elspeth had said they should not be ruined in a washing machine. The green dress worn at The Larch Room hanging inside a garment cover on the wardrobe door.

I kicked off the heels in the hallway and nearly groaned with relief.

“Sit down before you fall down,” she said.

I sat on the sofa. The sparkly dress rode up and I tugged it down too fast. Miranda took off her coat and sat beside me, not too close at first. For a while, neither of us spoke. The flat hummed faintly. Traffic moved below. Somewhere in the building, a door closed. Ordinary noises. Normal life.

Except I was sitting beside Miranda Shaw in a party dress, with my makeup still on and my heart still beating like the night had not ended.

Oliver had been waiting for Friday like a prisoner waiting for release. But when the chance came, I had not run home. I had let Sonia zip me into a sparkly dress. I had let Gemma put lipstick on me. I had walked through the office with the girls. I had danced. Badly, but I had danced. Tom had tried to humiliate me, and the humiliation had not landed where he wanted because I had not been alone.

Miranda’s hand moved to mine.

I looked at it.

Her fingers were cool and neat. Familiar from a week of pointing at screens, straightening papers, correcting notes, touching my elbow when I needed to move. I had not thought of them as tender until then.

“Miranda,” I said.

“I know.”

“You don’t.”

“I know enough.”

Miranda did not become another person when the office fell away. She remained precise, guarded, sensible. But there was warmth beneath it, something she usually kept filed away under procedure and necessity.

“You’ve been awful to me,” I said.

“Yes.”

“You admit it?”

“You needed it.”

“That is not romantic.”

“I wasn’t trying to be romantic.”

Her eyes moved to my mouth. The lipstick Gemma had chosen was still there, worn at the centre but visible. I became intensely aware of it. Of my smooth legs, my bare arms, the dress, the faint perfume on my wrists, the fact that Miranda was looking at Olivia and not trying to find Oliver underneath.

I leaned in first.

Only slightly.

Miranda closed the rest of the distance.

The kiss was not gentle in the way I had expected a woman’s kiss to be. It was controlled at first, then not. Her hand came to my cheek, her fingers careful of the makeup even now, which made something inside me almost break.

The week collapsed into that kiss.

I made a small sound I did not recognise. Miranda pulled back first, breathing harder than before. I laughed then. Properly. Helplessly. It came out half laugh, half sob, and Miranda pulled me against her before I could be embarrassed by it.

I rested my head against her shoulder. For the first time since Cassandra Vale had opened my contract and found Olivia waiting in the small print, I did not feel controlled and manipulated.

I sat there in Miranda’s arms, in the short sparkly dress I had sworn I would not wear, with lipstick on my mouth and her hand resting against my hair.

The weekend had arrived.


Chapter 9: Weekend With Miranda

I woke in Miranda’s bed wearing a red silk nightdress.

That is probably the sort of sentence that should come with explanation first. We spent about an hour kissing and talking when she asked me to come to her place. We grabbed another taxi and headed across the city.

The room was still and warm, with pale Saturday light slipping through cream curtains and making soft shapes on the wall. I was lying on my side under a duvet that smelled faintly of lavender. My legs were smooth against each other. The silk moved when I breathed. Somewhere nearby, a clock made a small ticking sound that seemed much too calm given the change in my world.

Miranda was asleep beside me.

She looked different asleep. The office version of Miranda was all lines and structure: pinned hair, exact voice, measured looks, hands that could turn a messy pile of papers into order without seeming to move. In bed, with her hair loose and one arm half tucked under the pillow, she looked younger and more ordinary. Not soft exactly. Miranda Shaw would probably have objected to being described as soft, even in sleep. But she looked less guarded.

For a few seconds, I stayed very still.

Then I looked down at myself.

The nightdress was red. Not bright red, not cheap, but a deep, dark silk that clung lightly to my chest and hips and fell to mid-thigh. There were thin straps over my shoulders. A little lace at the neckline. My legs were bare beneath it, smooth from the week’s grooming, and the sight of them against Miranda’s pale sheets made my stomach twist with something I could not put into one category.

I remembered enough.

The club. Tom’s face. Gemma’s fist. The taxi. Miranda’s flat. The kiss on my sofa. No, not my sofa. That had been earlier, hadn’t it? My memory rearranged itself slowly. Miranda had brought me back here after deciding my flat was too messy. I think really, that she didn’t want me to change back into Oliver. That wasn’t who she had kissed.

“You can sleep in this,” she had said.

I had laughed, then nearly cried, then put it on in her bathroom while trying not to look at myself too much.

Morning always made things harder. Night could be excused. Night was music, alcohol, lipstick, too much feeling, women laughing in a restroom, a kiss that happened because everything else had become impossible to hold back. Morning asked what you to return to reality.

I sat up carefully.

The silk shifted over my thighs. I pulled the duvet higher, which was absurd because Miranda had seen me in less the night before, but shame does not follow a useful timetable. On a chair beside the bed lay the clothes from Friday: the sparkly dress folded over the back, the heels underneath, the little black clutch on the seat. My wig sat on Miranda’s dressing table, dark hair arranged neatly, as if Olivia herself had been put down for the night and might be picked up again after breakfast.

I needed to go home.

That thought arrived with sudden force, and I clung to it because it sounded practical. I needed to go back to my flat, put on jeans or sweatpants, make coffee, and be Oliver for the weekend. I had earned that. Surely I had. I had lasted the week. I had obeyed Cassandra, survived Miranda, learned to sit, walk, answer the phone, move rooms, handle documents, be called Olivia in public, wear lace under a green dinner dress, and dance with the girls in a night club.

Enough.

There had to be an enough.

Miranda stirred beside me. I froze, though I had done nothing wrong except wake up in her bed wearing red silk and having an identity crisis before breakfast. Her eyes opened slowly. For a moment, she looked at me without her office face. Then she blinked, and Miranda returned piece by piece.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.” She looked at me sitting upright with the duvet clutched against myself. “Are you okay?”

“I think I should go home.”

She closed her eyes again. “Of course you do.”

“What does that mean?”

“Stop panicking.”

I looked down. “I’m wearing your nightdress.”

“Actually, I bought it for you.”

That silenced me.

She sat up, pushing her hair back with one hand. She wore a black camisole and no makeup, which somehow made me feel more exposed rather than less. “You can go home if you want.”

“I should.” I got out of bed because remaining in it made thought difficult. My feet touched the carpet. The nightdress fell back into place and I felt the silk against the backs of my thighs. Miranda watched me without speaking. “I need to be Oliver for a bit,” I said.

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

The directness of the question annoyed me. “Because I am Oliver.”

“You are also Olivia.”

I folded my arms, then realised how feminine it looked in the nightdress and dropped them again. Miranda noticed. She always noticed.

“I can’t spend the whole weekend like this,” I said.

“Like what?”

“Like her.”

“You mean in silk?” Miranda was quiet for a moment. She looked out towards the curtains, where the light had strengthened. Then she turned back to me. “Come shopping with me.”

I stared at her. “What?”

“Come shopping with me.”

“I was thinking we might start with underwear, then a dress.”

I sat back down on the edge of the bed because standing seemed no longer reliable. “Miranda.”

“You don’t have to buy anything.”

“But you think I should.”

“I think you need to find out what Olivia is like when Cassandra is not choosing her clothes and I am not telling her where to stand.”

All week, Olivia had belonged to the office. Even the evening dress had been selected for work. The sparkly dress had been chosen by Sonia and Gemma. The nightdress belonged to Miranda. Every garment had arrived through someone else’s hands, along with instructions, expectations, rules, jokes, pressure or something else.

We had coffee first.

Miranda’s kitchen was smaller than I expected, tidy but not sterile. There were herbs on the windowsill, a chipped mug with a fox on it, and a fridge covered with magnets and two postcards, one from Brighton and one from Prague. I sat at the small table in the red nightdress with a dressing gown over it, feeling like an intruder in someone else’s domestic life. Miranda made coffee and toast. She did not fuss. She did not ask me how I was every thirty seconds.

After breakfast, she gave me a robe and pointed me towards the bathroom.

“You can shower. Towels are on the rail. Clean toothbrush in the cabinet.”

The shower gave me time to think, which was unfortunate. I stood under the hot water and watched faint traces of Friday night disappear. Makeup from the hairline. A little perfume. Club sweat. The last sense of Tom’s voice in the air around me. Beneath all of it, my body remained altered. Smooth chest. Smooth legs. Shaped brows. No beard shadow to speak of. The week had not washed away.

When I came out wrapped in a towel, Miranda had laid clothes on the bed.

Neutral sweatpants. A loose grey sweatshirt. White trainers.

“There,” she said from the doorway. “For the journey.”

I picked up the sweatshirt. “These are yours?”

“No. My brother left them after helping me move a bookcase. They’re clean.”

“They look gender neutral.”

“That was the point.”

I put them on.

The relief was immediate, but not as complete as I expected. The cotton was soft, loose, forgiving. No bra, no waist shaper, no tights, no skirt limiting my stride. I should have felt returned to myself. Instead, I felt half-erased. My face was still Olivia’s face, bare but softened. My hair was wrong because the wig was not on, yet my own short hair now seemed abrupt above the shaped brows and smooth skin. The sweatshirt did not make Oliver appear. It only removed Olivia’s outline.

We went shopping just before eleven.

Miranda chose the streets because I was busy discovering that walking beside her in neutral clothes felt more intimate than walking beside her dressed as Olivia. At work, there had always been purpose. Go here. Carry that. Answer this. Even in the club, the girls had moved as a little pack, busy enough to shelter me. This was simply Miranda and me on a Saturday morning, walking past cafés and shop windows and people with no idea what was happening inside my head.

We started in a lingerie shop. Of course we did. I stopped outside. “I can’t go in there.”

“You can.”

“You are a customer.”

“I look like a man.”

Miranda looked at my face, then my legs in the neutral sweatpants, then back to my face. She opened the door. I followed because apparently I had no will left. Inside, everything was soft light, folded fabric and women’s voices. A shop assistant looked up and smiled.

“Can I help?”

Miranda answered before I could invent an illness. “We’re looking for a fitting. Bras, knickers, possibly shapewear. Feminine daywear.” The assistant looked at me with quick professional understanding. Not shock. Not mockery. Just calculation. Size, comfort, nervousness, sale.

“Of course,” she said. “Would you like a private room?”

The next forty minutes were dreadful and strangely delicious in equal measure.

The assistant, whose name was Clara, measured me over the sweatshirt first and then with more precision once I was behind the curtain. She spoke practically, not sweetly. Band size. Cup shape. Inserts if wanted. Smooth line under dresses. Matching sets. Everyday comfort. Something prettier if I wanted it.

By the end, I had chosen, or been guided towards, three sets. One plain nude. One black and smooth. One pale blue with lace at the edges that I pretended to dislike until Miranda simply said, “You keep looking at it.”

I bought it. I also bought a matching suspender belt. Miranda carried one of the bags because I seemed unable to stop looking at it. Next came clothes.

This was easier because dresses hung on rails and could be discussed like objects. Worse because every object had a possible future attached to it. A floral summer dress that looked too sweet. A cream cardigan. A denim skirt and a pale yellow dress with a soft skirt and small buttons down the front.

That was the one.

I saw it before Miranda did.

It hung on the end of a rail, simple and bright, the sort of dress a woman might wear for brunch or shopping or walking through a park without needing to explain herself. Not office. Not dinner. Not club. A day dress. Feminine without being too formal. Soft without being silly.

Miranda followed my eyes.

“Try it.”

I hated how often she was right.

In the changing room, I put on lingerie we had bough because Miranda said the lines would be better and I was too far into the day to argue with a sentence like that. The bra shaped me. The knickers sat close.

Then the dress.

The yellow looked softer against my skin than I expected. The skirt fell above the knee, light and loose, moving when I turned. The waist needed shape, so Miranda passed me a narrow belt under the door. I fastened it and looked again.

A woman looked back.

Not Cassandra’s woman. Not the office’s. Not Sonia’s party version. Something quieter.

Saturday Olivia. With shorter hair, yes, but Olivia all the same.

“Well?” I asked.

“It suits you.”

“I look very…”

“Pretty?”

I swallowed. “Yes.”

“You do.”

The word sat between us, plain and surprisingly kind.

“I don’t know what to do with that.”

“You don’t have to do anything. You can simply accept it.” I turned back to the mirror. The yellow dress moved as I breathed. My face was bare, but I could imagine makeup there. I could imagine the wig. I could imagine shoes.

Miranda held up a pair of nude heeled sandals.

By one o’clock, I was dressed as Olivia again.

Miranda did my makeup in the changing room with a small kit from her bag. She kept it lighter than the office version. Warm skin, brown around the eyes, soft pink lips. The wig she had mysteriously brought with her went on in the privacy of the room, brushed and adjusted with Miranda standing close enough that I could feel her breath on my cheek. The heeled sandals made me taller but did not feel as severe as the office shoes. I carried the shopping bags in one hand and a small crossbody bag Miranda had insisted on buying because “clutch bags are not for Saturday shopping.”

When we stepped back onto the street, the world did not stop.

A man walked past with a dog. Two women came out of a café talking animatedly. A cyclist swore at a taxi that cut across him. Nobody pointed. Nobody shouted. Nobody knew that Oliver had gone into a shop in sweatpants and Olivia had come out in a summer dress and heels.

We had lunch outside a small Italian place because the sun had decided to behave for once. I sat with my knees angled beneath the table, the skirt of the dress resting over my thighs, sunglasses borrowed from Miranda hiding enough of my face to help. The waiter called us ladies and took our order.

Miranda ordered white wine.

We ate bruschetta and pasta I managed not to spill down the yellow dress, though the danger of tomato sauce kept me focused. Miranda told me about her first year at Vale & Rowe, before Cassandra had become Cassandra in the way everyone now understood her. She told me Daniel used to book his own meetings and once put a board review in the diary as “big thing with serious people”. She told me she had nearly left twice, both times because men with large salaries and small minds assumed she was a decorative piece.

After lunch, we walked along the river. Not far. My feet would not have allowed far, and Miranda, despite pretending not to, noticed. The sun came through in bright pieces between clouds. Tourists moved around us. Office workers in weekend clothes leaned against railings. A little girl in a pink dress stared at my shoes and then at her own trainers with obvious disappointment.

I found myself smiling.

We went into shops without buying anything. Miranda made me try on a wide-brimmed hat purely to amuse herself. I bought earrings with little blue stones because they matched the lingerie bag I was pretending not to care about. We had coffee. I learned that sitting in a summer dress on a public bench required thought, especially if there was more than a slight breeze. Miranda leaned close and told me to hold the skirt before standing.

“You could have warned me earlier,” I said.

By late afternoon, the day had taken on a strange golden quality, as if it belonged to someone else and I was only borrowing it. I could feel the shopping bags against my fingers, the weight of the wig, the soft press of the bra, the sandals under my feet, the dress moving around my thighs when we crossed streets. None of it had stopped feeling unusual. That was important. It had not become easy or natural in some magic way. I was still thinking about every step, every glance, every voice that called me miss or love or darling.

But I was no longer only afraid.

At Miranda’s flat, she hung the yellow dress carefully over the back of a chair while I changed for the evening. I expected her to hand me the sweatpants again. Instead, she held out a blue dress.

“Dinner?”

The blue dress was softer than the yellow, darker, with little sleeves and a wrap waist. Less sunny, more evening. Miranda gave me the pale blue lingerie set this time, and I did not refuse. That felt like a decision even if no one said so.

We went to a neighbourhood restaurant where nobody knew either of us. Miranda had booked a table by the window. I sat opposite her in the blue dress, small earrings in, lipstick darker now, my hands around a glass of wine. The light outside moved from afternoon to evening while we talked about things that were not work, or not only work. Her brother. My flat. Bad dates. Why Gemma should never be allowed near karaoke. Sonia’s terrifying memory. Cassandra’s likely reaction to Tom’s club behaviour on Monday.

After dinner, we walked back slowly. The air had cooled. My feet hurt, but in a distant way now, something included in the price of the day rather than a separate tragedy. At Miranda’s building, I thought of going upstairs again. I thought of the red nightdress. Her bed. The quiet after kissing. Her hand against my cheek.

She turned to me before I could speak.

“You should go home tonight.”

The words landed softly, but they landed.

“Oh.”

“Not because I want you to go.”

I looked at her.

“Because you need Sunday,” she said. “Not at my flat. Not in my clothes. Not with me.”

I swallowed.

“Oliver needs to come back?”

Upstairs, she gave me the neutral sweatpants, sweatshirt and trainers again. I changed in the bathroom, taking off the blue dress, the lingerie, the tights, the wig, the makeup. Piece by piece, Saturday Olivia came apart. When I came out, Miranda had folded everything into bags: yellow dress, blue dress, lingerie, earrings, sandals, makeup, the red nightdress because she said I might as well keep it now.

At the door, neither of us moved for a moment.

I was in sweatpants again, but it did not feel the same as morning. The clothes were neutral, but I was not. Beneath them, my skin still remembered silk, lace, sunlight on my legs, a summer dress shifting around me as I walked beside Miranda through London.

She kissed me once.

“Go home,” she said.

“Yes, Miranda.”

On Sunday morning, Oliver returned. I woke in my own bed wearing boxers and a T-shirt. No silk. No dress. No tights. No wig. No perfume. For the first ten seconds, there was relief. The ceiling was mine. The room was mine. The body under the sheet was mine, though smoother now, changed around the edges. I got up, went to the bathroom, and looked in the mirror.

Oliver looked back.

Almost.

The brows were still shaped. The face still softer. The chest bare. The legs smooth. Even the way I stood had altered slightly, as if the heels had left a memory. I brushed my teeth and told myself the weekend was back to normal.

Then I walked back into the bedroom.

The office outfits from the week hung from the wardrobe door and the rail I had bought after Elspeth sent too many garment bags. Ivory blouse. Black pencil skirt. Navy dress. Grey jacket. The green dinner dress hung in its cover, a darker shape behind the others. The sparkly dress from Friday lay over the chair because I had not known where to put it. The yellow summer dress and blue dinner dress were folded over the end of the bed, waiting to be hung properly. Heels lined the wall beneath the wardrobe: office courts, higher green dinner shoes, black club heels, nude sandals. Tights lay over the back of a chair because I had washed them badly and did not know where else they should dry.

The red silk nightdress Miranda had sneakily included was still in the bag.

I took it out. I should not have. It moved through my hands like water.

I stood there in a T-shirt and boxers, holding the nightdress, surrounded by dresses, skirts, heels, tights and the ordinary objects of a life that had entered my flat without waiting for permission.

Oliver had come home. But Olivia had left her things everywhere. I sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the room for a long time. Monday was waiting. Cassandra would be there. Miranda would be there. Tom would be dealt with, or not. Gemma’s hand would probably be bruised. Sonia would pretend everything was practical.

I had decisions to make. That sounded grander than it felt. In truth, all I had was a bedroom full of clothes and no clear idea which version of me was meant to pack them away.

The red silk nightdress rested across my knees.

After a while, without quite deciding anything, I folded it carefully and placed it in the top drawer of my dresser.


Chapter 10: Decision Day for Olivia

On Monday morning, I woke before the alarm.

I opened my eyes at six twelve and lay there in my own bed, staring at my own ceiling, with the flat too quiet around me and Monday already waiting. For a while, I did nothing.

The clothes were still there.

I had tidied some of them on Sunday evening, although tidied was probably too generous a word. The office skirts and blouses were back on hangers. The dresses from the weekend had been put away more carefully than I wanted to admit. The shoes stood beneath the wardrobe in a line that looked remarkably organised. The tights and underwear I had washed, now lay draped over the chair. The red silk nightdress Miranda had given me was in the top drawer, where I had placed it with the strange care of someone handling evidence at a crime scene.

I had spent most of Sunday pretending to make decisions.

In reality, I had walked around the flat, opened the fridge, closed it, made coffee, forgot to drink it, looked at my phone, almost messaged Miranda, and then sat on the sofa in sweatpants while thinking about yellow summer dresses, and Miranda’s mouth on mine.

Oliver had returned on Sunday. That was what I had told myself. But he had returned to a flat that no longer quite belonged to him.

I got out of bed, showered slowly, washing my hair, shaving where I needed to, running my hands over smooth legs that no longer startled me. My body had become something I kept noticing rather than something I could simply inhabit without thought.

After the shower, I wrapped myself in a towel and stood in front of the bathroom mirror.

The brows had changed the whole expression. The skin looked clearer after a week of Anika’s products and Miranda’s relentless reminders to fix my makeup. My jaw was still mine, but less certain of itself somehow.

I went into the bedroom and found the clutch bag.

The girls had given it to me on Friday, although given was not quite the right word. Gemma had said, “You need this,” Sonia had put things into it, Jess had added a perfume sample, and someone from client coordination had produced a tiny packet of mints as if breath confidence were now a professional requirement.

I opened it on the bed.

Compact. Lipstick. Small brush. Powder. Mascara. Eyeliner. A little bottle of perfume. Blister plasters. Tissues.

I did my makeup myself.

Not well at first. That needs to be said. There was no sudden miracle where a week of sitting in chairs while other women worked on my face had somehow made me a professional. My first attempt was uneven. I wiped some off and tried again. The eyeliner was too dark on one side, so I cleaned it with a cotton bud and breathed through the irritation. Mascara made me blink so much I nearly gave up. The lipstick went on better than expected, probably because I had been watching Gemma and Sonia more carefully than I realised.

By seven fifteen, I looked acceptable.

I put on the black bra and shaping briefs, then tights, then the ivory blouse and black skirt from my first morning. The choice was deliberate, though I did not admit that until later. I wanted to see whether the clothes that had once felt like punishment could feel like something else when I chose them myself. The skirt was still narrow. The blouse still had small, awkward buttons. The waist shaper changed my breathing. The wig took the longest. I secured the cap, placed the dark hair, adjusted the parting, brushed it carefully and pinned one side

When I stood in front of the mirror, Olivia Hart looked back.

I picked up my phone to check the time. There was a text from the car service.

Apologies. Vehicle fault. Driver unable to attend. Replacement not available before 8:45.

Olivia looked at the time, looked at the shoes by the wardrobe, and thought about the bus stop at the end of the road. I typed back. It’s okay. I’ll get the bus.

I sent it before I could turn sensible again. Then I realised what I had just done. I was going to get the bus. As Olivia.

No sneaking in the side entrance. No company car. No Miranda waiting in the service corridor. Just me, London, Monday morning and a bus full of people who had never seen me in a skirt and blouse.

I nearly changed my mind. “Fine,” I said aloud to nobody.

The walk to the bus stop took seven minutes but felt much longer.

It was a bright morning, which seemed unfair. I would have preferred rain so I could have hid behind an umbrella. Instead, the sky was pale blue, the pavements busy, the city already heating up. My heels made a clean, sharp sound on the pavement. The skirt held my stride. The blouse moved beneath my jacket. The handbag on my shoulder felt delicate and feminine.

At the stop, there were eight people waiting.

A woman with a pram. Two schoolboys. A man in a courier jacket. An older woman with shopping bags. A young man in headphones. Nobody gasped. Nobody pointed. They were all far too busy.

The bus arrived with a sigh of brakes.

I tapped my card, walked down the aisle, and found a seat halfway along. I sat carefully, knees together, handbag on my lap. The woman with the pram manoeuvred into the space near the doors. The schoolboys argued about a game. The courier checked his phone. London continued.

A man opposite looked at me. Not a quick glance. A proper look.

He was maybe forty, maybe younger in a tired way, wearing a cheap suit and holding a paper coffee cup. His eyes moved from my hair to my face, down to my legs, then back up. My stomach tightened. I waited for recognition, for cruelty, for some visible change.

He looked too long because some men do. Then he looked away.

Nothing happened.

I almost laughed from the relief of it, but laughing alone on a bus at eight in the morning seemed like a step too far, even by my standards. I watched London through the window. Shops opening. People crossing roads. A woman in trainers carrying heels in a tote bag. A cyclist shouting at a taxi. The ordinary city. I had moved through it as Oliver for years without thinking much beyond where I was going and who needed to be impressed when I arrived.

As Olivia, the same journey had edges.

The bus swayed and I held my bag more firmly. My reflection appeared faintly in the glass, overlaying the street. For once, I did not look away.

At Vale & Rowe, I got off two stops early because I needed the walk. Or I told myself that. The truth was I wanted a few minutes to settle before the office saw me. By the time I reached reception, my heart was still beating too fast, but my feet had found the pace.

Jess looked up. “Morning, Olivia.”

“Morning, Jess.”

“You came in on the bus?”

“Yes.”

She smiled. “Very brave.”

I went up in the lift feeling oddly taller.

Miranda was already at the desk, of course. She looked up when I arrived and for once did not hide her reaction quickly enough. Surprise, then relief, then something she covered by reaching for her notebook.

“You’re here,” she said.

“That is generally what happens when one arrives.”

She stood and looked at me properly. “You did your own makeup.”

“Yes.”

“Not bad.”

“From you, that is praise bordering on emotional excess.”

Her mouth moved. Almost a smile.

Cassandra’s door opened at eight twenty. She stepped out holding a folder, then stopped. Her eyes moved from Miranda to me. Not my makeup, not the skirt, not the shoes. The space between us. Cassandra noticed changed weather in a room before anyone else heard thunder.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Good morning, Ms Vale,” Miranda I said in unison.

Cassandra looked at me a second longer. “You are ready?”

“Yes, Ms Vale.”

The morning was busy enough to save us from ourselves.

Pierce at ten. Daniel trying to move a private hold at nine twenty-five, exactly as Cassandra had predicted. Edmund sending numbers without a hint of explanation. Sonia needing Cassandra’s sign-off on Bennett Ellison wording. Gemma appearing with a bruised hand.

“Morning,” she said, placing a file beside me.

I looked at her hand. “How is it?”

“Fine.”

“It’s slightly purple.”

Cassandra’s door opened.

Gemma froze. Cassandra stood there. “Gemma. I understand there was an incident on Friday.”

Gemma went very still. “Yes.”

“Do not hit other employees again.”

“Definitely not, Ms Vale.”

“Or anyone in a public venue unless there is a clear threat.”

Gemma stared. Cassandra turned back into her office. “That will be all.”

By eleven, I had answered sixteen calls, blocked Daniel twice, sent Pierce the clean addendum, found the right version of a board minutes, and managed not to think too much about Miranda’s hand brushing mine when we both reached for the same folder.

At eleven thirty, I went to the restroom.

I needed five minutes. Not because I was collapsing, but because the makeup I had done myself had begun to shine at the forehead and the lipstick needed attention. Gemma’s clutch bag had become my clutch bag by then. I took it with me and walked to the ladies’ without thinking about using the service corridor alternative.

The room was empty.

I stood at the mirror under the bright lights and opened the compact. My face looked tired but all right. The eyeliner was still uneven if examined closely, but nobody at work should have been close enough to care. I powdered my forehead, fixed the lipstick and adjusted the wig near the left temple. My hands moved more easily than they had on Friday.

The door opened. I glanced in the mirror as Tom Ellard came in.

For one second, my mind refused to understand what I was seeing. He stood inside the women’s restroom with one eye dark and swollen where Gemma had hit him. The bruise had spread purple and yellow along the cheekbone. His mouth looked cut at one corner. He should have been at home feeling sorry for himself or in HR explaining why a group of women from his office had needed security intervention on Friday night. Instead, he was looking at me in the mirror with a face full of anger.

I turned.

“You need to leave, Tom.”

“You’ve had a fun little weekend, haven’t you?”

“Leave.”

He took a step closer. “Everyone’s very concerned about Olivia. Poor Olivia. Brave Olivia. You seem to be enjoying playing dress up way too much, you little sissy.”

I kept my voice steady because my fear had nowhere else to go. “You are in the women’s restroom. Leave now.”

He laughed, but it came out ugly because of the bruised mouth. “Listen to you.”

I stepped sideways in an attempt to get past him. He grabbed my wrist. Pain shot up my arm.

It was not romantic. It was rough, stupid and frightening. His hand gripped my butt. His breath smelled of coffee. The bruise made one eye smaller than the other. He was not trying to seduce or talk. He was trying to scare me back into the place he thought I belonged. “You want a real man, you little bitch!”

I twisted, but the heels made my balance uncertain.

The door opened.

Cassandra stood there.

For a second, even Tom did not move.

Then Cassandra crossed towards him. She did not shout. She did not ask a question. She took hold of Tom’s jacket at the back of the collar and the shoulder with a speed that seemed impossible in heels, twisted him away from me and drove him towards the tiled wall hard enough to make him gasp.

“Out,” she said.

She pulled him from the wall and marched him to the door as if he weighed nothing at all. I stood beside the sinks, wrist burning, breathing in short, useless bursts. Cassandra opened the restroom door and pushed Tom into the corridor.

“Miranda,” she called.

Her voice carried like a blade. Within seconds, Miranda appeared from the executive side, followed by Daniel, Jess and half of Finance pretending not to be half of Finance.

Cassandra did not release Tom.

“Daniel,” she said. “Security. Now.”

Tom tried to pull himself upright. “This is ridiculous. She’s—”

Cassandra tightened her grip.

“Finish that sentence and I will have Legal include it in the record.”

Daniel looked at me, then at Tom, then at Cassandra. His face hardened in a way I had never seen before. “What happened?”

Cassandra’s voice was flat. “Mr Ellard followed Olivia into the women’s restroom, and put his hands on her.”

The corridor went silent. Tom’s mouth opened. Nothing useful came out. Mark Davies appeared at the far end of the corridor, drawn by disaster like a dog to bacon.

“What’s going on?”

Daniel turned. “Stay there.”

Mark ignored him. “Tom?”

Mark came closer anyway. “Look, this whole thing has got out of hand. Tom’s just upset. Everyone’s acting like this is normal, but Oliver—”

Miranda stepped in front of me. Cassandra’s head turned slowly.

“Security will escort Mr Davies as well,” she said.

Mark stopped. “What? I haven’t done anything.”

“You were warned on day one about recording and gossip. You were named in Friday’s incident report. You have just attempted to excuse a colleague entering a women’s restroom to intimidate a female member of staff.”

Security arrived with the building manager, a grey-haired man who looked as if he had been waiting years to remove someone from the firm. Cassandra released Tom only when security had him. Daniel took a step closer.

“Tom Ellard,” he said, and for once the old sales warmth had vanished completely, “your employment is terminated with immediate effect pending formal paperwork. You will leave the premises now. You do not return to your desk. Your belongings will be packed and sent to you.”

Tom stared at him. “Daniel.”

That was all.

Mark tried to speak again, but Cassandra lifted one hand.

“Mr Davies, you will also leave the premises. HR will contact you.”

“You can’t fire me for saying—”

“I can suspend you for conduct, breach of trust and failure to follow a direct instruction during a workplace incident,” Cassandra said.

The corridor watched as Tom and Mark were taken away. I hated that I was there for it. I hated that I was visible. I hated that people had seen me standing by the restroom door, pale and shaken, one hand pressed around my wrist. But I also knew something had shifted in the building. Not about me alone. About the line Cassandra had drawn and the speed with which she had enforced it.

Jess came forward first.

“Olivia?”

I nodded because speech was not yet available.

Cassandra turned to Miranda. “Perhaps take her to my office.”

Inside Cassandra’s office, Miranda sat me down on the sofa, not the chair. Cassandra closed the door and stood with her back to it for a second. I had never seen her do that before. It was not exhaustion exactly. More like containment.

Miranda crouched in front of me.

“It’s fine,” I said.

Cassandra went to her desk, picked up the phone and spoke to HR in a voice so cold it could have preserved food. Then she called Legal. Then building security. Then Daniel. Each call lasted less than a minute. Nobody argued with her. They would not have dared.

When she finished, she stood at the centre of the office.

“Olivia.”

I looked up.

“Do you need medical attention?”

“No, Ms Vale.”

“Do you need to go home?”

“No,” I said. “Not yet.”

Cassandra absorbed that. Then she turned to Miranda. “Sit.”

Miranda sat beside me on the sofa. The air changed. Here it came. Cassandra did not waste time. “What is going on between you?” Miranda did not pretend not to understand.

“We’re involved,” she said. “I think, anyway.”

Cassandra’s gaze moved to me. “Is that true?”

I could have hesitated. I could have made it complicated. I could have said we were working it out, or that Friday had been emotional, or that the weekend had confused things. All true. None enough.

“Yes,” I said. The word came out too loudly. Miranda turned to me. I swallowed. “Yes. It’s true.”

Cassandra’s expression did not change, but something in her eyes sharpened.

For one impossible second, Cassandra Vale looked as if she might sigh.

She walked to her desk and sat. “Then you cannot continue working in the same office, it’s against regulations for obvious reasons.”

“I know,” Miranda said.

I looked between them. “Wait. What does that mean?”

“It means,” Cassandra said, “that I cannot have my senior executive assistant supervising an employee with whom she is in a personal relationship.”

“I can leave the desk,” I said.

“Yes.” The speed of the answer hurt more than I expected. Cassandra continued. “In fact, you will have to.”

Miranda went still. I felt the week fall away beneath me. The desk. The phone. The diary. The rules. The place where Olivia had begun to make sense.

She opened a folder on her desk. There was always a folder. Even workplace assault and romantic entanglement apparently came with paperwork in Cassandra’s world. “Tom Ellard is gone. Mark Davies is suspended and unlikely to return. Daniel cannot run sales day to day. Sonia is excellent, but not yet ready to manage it. The sales department needs an interim solution.”

I stared at her. “As Oliver?”

“No.”

The office seemed to contract around that word. Cassandra placed a printed page on the table between us.

“Acting Head of Sales. Interim appointment. Three-month review. Reporting to Daniel Rowe and myself. Client conduct standards to be rewritten. Sales handover to begin tomorrow morning. Sonia will support transition and remain lead on Bennett Ellison. You will retain the working name Olivia Hart.”

I could not speak. Miranda did.

“You planned this?”

“No,” Cassandra said. “I anticipated several possible outcomes. Tom is a dinosaur and I suspected he wouldn’t take kindly to Olivia.”

Cassandra’s voice became quieter. “Oliver Hart was effective in sales and toxic in culture. Olivia Hart has learned the value of the work surrounding sales. She has also learned how badly the department behaves when left to its own vanities.”

I looked at her. “You want me to run the team.”

“I want Olivia to run the team.”

Cassandra leaned back. “You can refuse the appointment. If you do, you may complete the original assignment and return to a modified sales role after review, though today’s events will alter the department structure regardless.”

“And if I accept?”

“You take over tomorrow. You remain Olivia at work. You set the tone on the sales floor you once encouraged. You prove this week was not costume, crisis or novelty.”

The three forbidden words I might have used for the moment all failed me.

I looked at Miranda. Her face was guarded, but her eyes were not.

“Say something,” I said.

“It’s a good idea.”

I looked down at my clothes. Ivory blouse. Black skirt. Tights. Heels. The outfit from my first morning. I had chosen it myself and come in by bus because the car had broken down. I had arrived as Olivia without anyone fetching me, arranging me, or standing beside me at the service entrance.

The thought should have been absurd. Instead, it opened in front of me with frightening clarity. Tom gone. Mark gone. Daniel needing someone sharp enough to manage the room and humbled enough not to poison it. Sonia beside me, probably sceptical but fair. Gemma laughing. Jess watching the coffee orders reverse direction. Men who once nodded to Oliver now having to report to Olivia.

“I’ll do it,” I said.

Miranda turned fully towards me.

Cassandra picked up her pen. “Clearly.”

Cassandra nodded. “Good. Go home early today. Both of you. HR will send documentation. Tomorrow, eight fifteen, Daniel’s office. Wear something with authority.”

Miranda said, “Yes, Ms Vale.”

At five, the office had already heard.

Not all of it, but enough. Tom gone. Mark suspended. Olivia moving to sales. Acting head, someone whispered near the printer before Sonia told them to do some work. Gemma found me by the lifts.

“So,” she said.

“So.”

“You’re our boss now?”

“Apparently.”

She grinned. “That is going to be wild.”

Sonia came over more quietly. “Congratulations,” she said. She looked at me for a moment. “Are you staying as Olivia?”

“Apparently, it’s in the contract.”

Sonia nodded. “Good.”

Miranda appeared with her coat.

“Ready?”

I looked at her. “Where are we going?”

“My flat.”

We left together, not hiding, not making an announcement either. The office watched. I let it. Jess called goodnight from reception. Daniel stood near the glass wall of a meeting room, phone in hand, and gave a short nod that might have been apology, approval or simply exhaustion.

Outside, the evening was warm. Miranda and I walked to the taxi rank side by side. Her hand brushed mine once. Then again. The third time, I took it. She glanced at me.

“You know that blouse is slightly see-through in this light.”

At Miranda’s flat, she made pasta because apparently Monday crises required carbohydrates. I ate in her kitchen wearing my office blouse and skirt, shoes off, tights tucked under the chair like a woman too tired to be elegant.

At some point, Miranda said, “You understand what this means?”

“Yes.”

“You’ll need more clothes.”

That was true.

Later, she gave me a white satin nightdress to wear in bed.

I looked at it in my hands. I slept better that night than I expected.

The next morning, I woke before the alarm in Miranda’s bed, the nightdress cool against my skin, her hand resting lightly at my waist. For a few seconds, I did not move. I listened to London waking beyond the window and let the shape of the day arrive.

I showered, dressed in a white blouse, grey fitted skirt and black jacket Miranda said had authority. She helped with the wig, then handed me the lipstick and made me do it myself. At eight fifteen, I walked into Vale & Rowe through the main entrance.

Jess looked up and smiled.

“Morning, Olivia.”

“Morning, Jess.”

The sales floor was already buzzing when I arrived. Sonia stood near my old desk, arms folded. Gemma hovered by the printer, pretending she had not come in early just to watch. Daniel waited outside the meeting room with a folder under one arm and the anxious look of a man who had helped create a problem and was now relieved someone else would stand in front of it.

I walked across the floor in heels.

The sound carried.

People looked up.

I reached the front of the sales area, placed my folder on the table and turned towards the team.

“Good morning,” I said. “We have a lot to fix.”

And just like that, Olivia’s day began.
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