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Forward

Mistress McFadden has instructed me to keep a journal.

That is the reason this exists.

Not because I am naturally reflective, or because I have always wanted to write down my private thoughts in a little book like some tragic girl in an old film. I was never that sort of person. Colin, who I was then, could barely keep a shopping list without losing it under a pile of unpaid bills.

But Mistress says a maid should understand her progress.

She says obedience without reflection is only habit, and habit is not enough for what she has in mind.

So here I am, sitting at the small desk in my attic room at the Winter Tide Hotel, writing because I have been told to write. There is a storm coming in from the south-west tonight. I can see it from the little window above my desk. The sea is rough already, all white edges and dark movement, and the wind keeps pressing itself against the glass as if it wants to come in and inspect me too.

That is how everything feels in this place.

Inspected.

Measured.

Corrected.

Improved, if Mistress is in a generous mood. There’s something hopelessly Victorian about it, I think, like I’ve been transported into a Charles Dickens novel as a girl.

The attic room is not large, but it is mine. Or as much as anything here is mine. There is a narrow bed, a wardrobe, a washstand, this desk, and a mirror I have spent far too much time in front of recently. The ceiling slopes low over one side of the room, so I have already hit my head twice this week, both times while trying to move with what Mistress calls “basic grace”.

Basic grace is harder than it sounds.

I am wearing my plain maid’s training dress as I write this. Not the formal uniform. I have not earned that yet, although Mistress says I am closer than I was. The dress is black, simple, fitted more neatly than I am comfortable with, and it changes how I sit. That sounds stupid, but it is true. You cannot slump in it like you can in sweatpants. You cannot sprawl. You become aware of your knees, your hands, your waist, your shoulders, all the parts of yourself you have previously allowed to exist without thinking too much.

My name is Sophie.

I am still getting used to writing that.

For most of my life, I was Colin Mercer. Twenty-one years old. Recently out of university. Unemployed for six months. Living in London in a flat I could not afford, pretending things were about to improve because that was how things were supposed to be.

I was not brave. I was not especially interesting. I was not one of those people who seemed to know what they were doing the moment they collected their degree certificate. I had a degree, a laptop, a few suits for interviews, and a bank account that struggled to stay in the black.

My life had become very small.

That is probably the honest beginning.

Not the maid’s uniform. Not the hotel. Not Mistress McFadden standing in front of me with that cold Scottish voice of hers, telling me to lower my eyes and answer properly.

The honest beginning was money. Rent, mainly. That was before we even got to food.

I found the advert late one night while searching for live-in jobs. Hotel work, kitchen work, night porter work, anything that came with a room and did not require five years of experience, a driving licence and an enthusiastic attitude to teams and selling my soul to the corporate devil.

The ad was quite simple and piqued my interest.

Live-in sissy maid required for private hotel on the Cornish coast.

I laughed.

I want that written down clearly. I laughed first. I thought it was a joke, or a scam, or one of those strange adverts that exists because the internet is a large cupboard full of things nobody sensible should touch if they have half a mind.

Then I read it again.

The Winter Tide Hotel required a young, presentable, discreet novice willing to undergo training, service and full feminisation. No previous experience was necessary. Accommodation and food were provided. There would be a one-month trial, after which a twelve-month service contract might be offered if conditions had been met. No direct wage, but a share of hotel profits would be paid monthly into the successful candidate’s bank account.

I remember sitting there in my room in London, reading those words with a cold cup of tea beside me and three job rejection emails still open in other tabs.

Full feminisation.

I looked at the rent reminder from Daniel, my flatmate, and then looked back at the advert.

I told myself I was only curious because it came with a room. That was mostly true. I told myself I only sent the application because it was funny. That was less true. I told myself nobody would reply.

That was completely wrong.

The application asked for a recent photograph. I nearly stopped there, which is ridiculous because I had already sent my photograph to dozens of employers who had ignored me with great efficiency. I’m not the most impressive specimen in any way. Still, this felt different. A supermarket graduate scheme does not look at your face and decide whether you might pass as a girl.

I sent the photograph anyway.

Plain shirt. Clean face. Trying to look employable. Trying not to look desperate, which probably made me look more desperate.

Miss McFadden replied the next day.

Her email was short, formal and bossy enough to make me sit up straighter while reading it. She invited me to an online interview and gave instructions rather than suggestions. I was to be punctual. I was to be freshly shaved. I was to wear a plain shirt. I was to make sure I would not be interrupted.

I disliked her before I met her.

People may assume, reading this later, that I was swept away by some mysterious, commanding woman and immediately wanted to kneel at her feet. It was not like that. At first I thought she was rude. Abrupt. Far too sure of herself. She spoke to me as if I had already applied for permission to be controlled.

Which, unfortunately, I had.

The interview was worse because she saw too much.

She asked about my employment situation, my health, my debts, my family, my willingness to relocate, my ability to follow instructions, and whether I understood the nature of the position. She did not flirt. She did not laugh. She did not make it sound exciting. She made it sound like work.

Difficult work.

Humiliating work, although she did not use that word at first.

She studied me through the laptop screen in a way that made me want to turn the camera off and hide under the desk. She noticed my build, my face, my hair, my nervousness, my habit of answering too quickly when I wanted approval and too slowly when I was embarrassed.

Then she said something I still remember.

“You look like you need to be taken in hand, Mr Mercer.”

The Winter Tide Hotel stands on a headland above the sea, miles from the life I thought I was failing at. It is beautiful in a severe sort of way. Stone walls. Tall windows. Narrow stairs. Salt in the air. Wind in every gap. Rooms that have to be kept perfect because the men who come here expect perfection and pay heavily for it.

They come for discretion.

They come for privacy.

They come for the company of glamorous women who know exactly how to be looked at and how to remain beyond reach.

I am not one of those women.

Not yet.

I am the trainee maid in the attic room. I polish, fold, carry, scrub, serve, curtsy, answer, listen, and try not to make the same mistake twice. I am learning how to stand, how to walk, how to speak, how to keep my face still when I am embarrassed, and how to accept correction without making a clever remark.

I do not know exactly when Colin became Sophie. That is one of the reasons for this journal, I suppose. To find the line, if there was one. To work out whether I crossed it knowingly, or whether I was simply given one small instruction after another until I looked back and realised the door had closed behind me.

The storm is closer now.

The rain has started hitting the window in hard little bursts, and somewhere below me I can hear the old pipes knocking in the wall. Mistress is downstairs in her office. I know because I saw the light under her door when I came up after evening duties. She will expect to read this eventually, which makes honesty both more important and more dangerous.

So I will begin honestly.

I came here because I was broke.

I stayed because I was frightened to leave.

And somewhere between the attic room, the mirror, the uniform, the rules, and Mistress McFadden’s voice telling me to try again, I began to understand that Sophie was not created by the hotel.

She was here inside me already.

This journal is about her story. How she began and how she ended up. Along the way there might be some revelations about who I really am but I’m not too sure.

I suppose, I should begin at the beginning, as the King of Hearts said to Alice. I will go on till the end then stop.


The Flat in London

I should probably begin with the flat.

That seems fair.

It would be tempting to begin with the Winter Tide Hotel, because that is where everything became strange and formal and sometimes difficult to explain. It would be much easier to open with the attic room, the sea below the window, Mistress McFadden’s rules pinned to the wall, and me sitting here in a black training dress trying not to make mistakes while I write.

But that would not be honest. And that’s what I’m supposed to be.

Before the hotel, there was the flat.

Before Sophie, there was Colin Mercer in a room in South London, wearing the same hoodie three days in a row and pretending that refreshing his email counted as a life plan.

The flat was not awful in any dramatic sense. I do not want to exaggerate. It was not one of those places where the ceiling falls in and everywhere smells of damp. It was just small and way too expensive, which is arguably the most London thing a flat can be.

There were three of us officially, although one of the others was almost never there because he had a girlfriend in Clapham who came from money and the sort of job that required shirts with little initials on the cuffs. I had the smallest room, which had probably been designed for a child as long as they were prepared to sleep curled up. There was enough space for a bed, a narrow wardrobe, a desk and one human who didn’t like to complain.

The desk was where I opened my laptop every morning, read job listings, lost confidence, made tea, forgot about the tea, checked my bank account, regretted checking my bank account, and then applied for something I did not want in a tone of bright professional enthusiasm in the hope that someone in this big, bad city would notice me.

I became very good at sounding enthusiastic.

I was enthusiastic about customer service.

I was enthusiastic about logistics.

I was enthusiastic about administration, client liaison, junior account support, team culture, fast-paced environments, opportunities for growth and one company’s commitment to excellence in the field of branded packaging solutions. I was even enthusiastic for fast food delivery.

I had gone to university with the usual vague idea that life would be easy afterwards. Not instantly. I was not completely stupid. But I thought there would be a path of some kind. A dull graduate job, maybe. A badly paid first office role. Something with a lanyard and a manager called Tom who said things like “let’s touch base” a lot.

Instead, there was nothing.

Six months after graduation, I had become a professional applicant. Like many people from my cohort. The job market had simply dried up. The listings you found either got thousands of applicants or they were data mining scams that didn’t have a job at all.

I applied to jobs in the morning because that felt virtuous. I applied again in the afternoon because panic made me productive. By evening I was usually too tired to concentrate but too anxious to stop, so I scrolled through listings I had already seen and wondered if perhaps I had missed something.

The strange thing about unemployment is how busy it makes you look while giving you nothing to show for it.

I could spend a whole day at my laptop and still have achieved nothing except moving slightly closer to disaster. There were no colleagues, no payslip, no commute to complain about, no evidence that my time had been used productively at all. Just me, my laptop, and the little spinning circle on application portals that said they were considering my future very carefully before rejecting it using inexpensive AI.

Daniel, my flatmate and kind of landlord, worked in recruitment.

He was twenty-three, which felt much older at the time because he had a real job, a real coat without a torn pocket and a gym membership he actually used regularly. He left the flat every morning smelling of aftershave and ambition. I heard him in the hallway at quarter past eight, locking the door with the brisk little click of a man who belonged somewhere.

I usually stayed in bed until I heard him leave. That was not because I was lazy, although I am sure it looked that way. It was because I could not bear the hallway conversation.

“All right, mate?”

“Yeah, good. Just got a few applications to do.”

“Nice one.”

Nice one. At first, Daniel was patient. He told me not to worry, the market was rough, something would come up. He sent me links to jobs. He said he would ask around. He even helped me rewrite my CV, which was kind of him and humiliating in a way I did not have the language for then.

By month four, he stopped sending links. By month five, he started asking about rent in a very casual voice. By month six, he had stopped pretending not to notice.

The fridge told the story better than either of us.

There is something revealing about a shared fridge when one person is broke. Daniel’s shelf had actual food on it: chicken, hummus, vegetables, those little pots of yoghurt that claim to be good for your gut and cost more than a proper lunch. My shelf had half a block of cheddar, a jar of pickle, two eggs, and a packet of ham that had entered a moral grey area.

There was pasta in the cupboard.

Pasta is what you eat when you have not entirely given up but have definitely stopped expecting joy in life. One Tuesday, I opened the fridge and stared at the two eggs for so long that Daniel looked over from the table.

“Are you calculating something?”

I shut the fridge. “No.”

“You were looking at those eggs like they owed you money.”

“They might.”

He smiled, but not much.

Daniel had his laptop open in front of him and a bowl of something green beside it. He worked from home two days a week, which became a problem because my unemployment had an audience.

“Have you heard back from that marketing thing?” he asked. “The one in Shoreditch.”

“Oh. No. Not yet.”

“When did you apply?”

“Last week.”

He gave me a look.

“It said they’d get back within five working days.”

He shrugged and went back to his laptop.

I stood there with my hand still on the fridge door, though I had already closed it, my stomach grumbling. I remember that clearly because I was trying to decide whether I had enough dignity left to eat toast for dinner again.

Daniel sighed. “Colin.” I hated when people said my name like that. As if the name itself was contagious. “I need to ask about the rent.”

I moved away from the fridge and leaned against the counter. It was a tiny kitchen, really more of a corridor with appliances. If one person opened the oven, nobody else could exist with confidence.

“I know,” I said.

“It’s not that I want to be difficult.”

“I know.”

“Because I don’t.”

“I know.”

“But I can’t keep covering bits. I’m not exactly loaded.”

“I know.”

That was all I seemed able to say.

He rubbed his forehead.

“How much can you pay this month?”

I had rehearsed answers to this question. Several, actually. I had a whole list of versions depending on tone. Confident. Apologetic. Practical. Slightly optimistic. The one I gave was none of them.

“Not all of it.”

Daniel looked at me for a moment.

“How much is not all of it?”

I wished he had asked anything else. I would rather have discussed politics, death, or my search history.

“About a third.” That was actually a lie but it was the best I could do. My bank account had dwindled to nothing and if I gave him my dole I was going to be starving to death in a few days.

He stared at the table. “Right.”

“I’m waiting on a couple of things.”

“Jobs?”

“Yes.”

“Actual offers?”

“No. But interviews maybe.”

“Maybe?”

“Possibly.”

He nodded slowly, which is what people do when they are trying not to say something cruel. The kettle clicked off behind me. I had forgotten I had filled it. Daniel closed his laptop halfway. “Mate, I’m not trying to be harsh, but you need to do something.”

“I am doing something.”

“I mean something that brings in money. I can cover you for another couple of weeks, maybe. Not another month.”

“I know.”

“If you can’t pay, we’ll have to speak to the landlord.”

The landlord’s name was Graham and he owned four flats, wore gilets indoors and communicated entirely through short emails with no punctuation. Speaking to him was not a prospect that filled me with hope.

“I’ll sort it,” I said.

I had no idea how. Daniel watched me for a second longer, then went back to his laptop again. “Okay.”

I made tea I did not want and went back to my room. There were clothes on the chair because the chair had stopped being furniture and become a transitional zone. My laundry basket was full but I couldn’t afford a wash at the local laundrette. My one set of shoes were under the bed. Three mugs sat on the desk in different stages of abandonment. On the windowsill, there was a plant my mother had given me when I moved in. It had died with quiet dignity sometime around February but I had left it there as a metaphor for my life.

I sat down and opened my laptop. There were two new emails.

One was from a graduate recruitment platform suggesting I might be interested in a role as an assistant manager for a trampoline park in Watford.

The other began with unfortunately. I did not read the rest.

You become familiar with the shape of rejection. There is a little phrase at the start, usually thanking you for your interest. Then comes the regret. Then comes the high volume of applications. Then they wish you luck, which is kind, I suppose, although by that point luck has clearly taken against you.

I deleted it.

My days had become blurred at the edges. I had descended into some kind of Kafkaesque existence that was cyclical and unending. I woke up later and later, then punished myself, then tried to ‘work’. I made lists. I ignored the lists. I rewrote my CV. I changed “teamwork” to “collaboration” and then back again. I took personality tests for companies that never replied. I recorded one video interview in which I had to explain why I was passionate about customer onboarding while looking into a webcam balanced on a rickety stool. I also began to procrastinate.

Around four o’clock, my mother rang. I let it go to voicemail. Then I felt guilty and texted: Sorry, in the middle of an application. Will call later x

My mother believed in me in a way that made everything worse. She lived in Leicester with my stepdad and two spaniels that had better routines than I did. I could have gone back there, probably. She would have made up the spare room.

That was exactly why I could not do it. I didn’t get on with Reg, her new husband, and he didn’t seem to particularly care for me.

That evening, I cooked pasta.

Cooked is generous. I boiled it, drained it badly, and stirred in butter and black pepper because that was pretty much all I had. When you are broke, it is amazing how often your meals become minimalist.

Daniel went out around seven. He knocked on my door before he left.

“Going to Sam’s,” he said.

“Right.”

“Back late.”

“Okay.”

There was a pause.

“You all right?”

I was sitting at my desk with pasta in a bowl and a job listing open for a trainee lettings negotiator. The listing asked for confidence, drive, a clean driving licence and a hunger to succeed. I had none of those things.

“Yeah,” I said. “Fine.”

He looked as if he might say more. Then he nodded. “Cool.”

I ate the pasta at my desk and kept applying. There was a hotel receptionist job in Croydon. A kitchen porter job in Camden. A call centre role in Bromley that described itself as a vibrant sales family, which sounded like a big lie.

I applied for the hotel one because it seemed ordinary and possible. I had no hotel experience, but I could smile and say good evening. I wrote that I was calm under pressure, which may have been true if the pressure was theoretical and nobody pointed a gun at me.

I opened a spreadsheet I had made during a burst of optimism earlier that month. It listed my expenses in neat little rows: rent, bills, travel, phone, food, overdraft, minimum credit card payment. Seeing it written down made the situation look worse.

I could not pay the rent.

Not late.

Not partially. Not at all. That meant the clock was really ticking now. I sat there for a while with the spreadsheet open and the pasta bowl empty beside me.

I had so far searched for jobs that matched the life I thought I was supposed to have. Graduate jobs. Then entry-level office jobs. Junior roles with development potential. Things that sounded as if they belonged on LinkedIn. I even looked at fast food and delivery jobs. Now I started looking for jobs with live in accommodation. Anywhere. Just to get me out of this rut. Get a start at least.

There was a job in Devon for a housekeeper.

Housekeeper sounded like something someone else did. Someone older. Someone with sensible shoes and a radio playing in the background. Not me. Not Colin Mercer, graduate in history, owner of one shabby interview suit, former boss of absolutely nothing.

The other results were mostly unsuitable. Country pubs looking for couples. Care homes wanting experience. Remote hotels needing chefs. Cleaning jobs that paid almost nothing but promised a room, which by then sounded more attractive than it should have.

I kept scrolling.

The flat was quiet except for the old hum of the fridge in the kitchen and the occasional bus going past outside. Rain had started against the window, thin and steady, turning the streetlights into yellow smears. Somewhere downstairs, someone laughed too loudly, and for a moment I hated them for being able to laugh without calculating what it cost.

By midnight, my eyes hurt. I had ten tabs open and no plan. I had applied for two jobs and saved six more I did not want but would probably need to send a CV off. Daniel had not come back. He was probably enjoying a drink and having fun – something I had not had for a long while.

Colin Mercer.

Dear Colin Mercer.

Thank you for your interest, Colin Mercer.

Unfortunately, Colin Mercer. Nobody fucking wants you.

It was not a dramatic moment. No music swelled. No great decision announced itself. I was just tired, frightened, and more desperate than I had admitted to anyone.

So I came out of the job site and typed the words again into the normal search bar. Live-in job. Then, after a moment, I added: Private.

I do not know why I added that. Maybe I thought private hotels would be smaller. Maybe I thought they would care less about experience. Maybe I was just clicking in the hope of winning the lottery, hoping the internet might open some mysterious door I had missed.

It did.

I had to scroll past plenty of ordinary things first. Assistant manager roles. Night porter vacancies. Housekeeping positions with cheerful photographs of folded towels. A job in the Lake District that wanted someone with bar experience and a love of the outdoors, neither of which described me. Then, just as I was about to close the laptop, I saw a listing with a title so odd I assumed I had misread it.

I moved the cursor over it. Paused. Then clicked.

Live-in Sissy Maid Required for Exclusive Hotel in Cornwall. No Experience Required. Training Will Be Provided.


The Advert

The advert opened on a plain white page with black text and no photograph. That made it stranger somehow. If there had been a glossy corporate picture of a woman in a maid’s uniform holding a feather duster, I could have dismissed it as some obvious fantasy thing and closed the page immediately.

There was the title.

Live-In Sissy Maid Required For Exclusive Hotel In Cornwall. No Experience Required. Training Will Be Provided.

I laughed again, a tired little noise through my nose. The sort of laugh you give when the internet has offered you something so stupid you feel the world is just a little better. I glanced towards my bedroom door, as if Daniel might somehow be standing there, watching me read it.

He was not, of course. The flat was quiet. The rain was still pattering against the window. My laptop screen was the brightest thing in the room, and I was sitting there in my hoodie, with an empty pasta bowl next to me, reading a job advert for a sissy maid.

I should say now that I did not know much about that sort of thing.

I knew enough to understand that it was a kink of some sort. I had seen jokes, memes, odd little corners of websites, words that appeared in places when you searched for something else. Sissy. Maid. Feminisation. They were not completely foreign to me, but they belonged in a totally different world.

The first line was formal enough to have been written by a solicitor.

The Winter Tide Hotel is a private and exclusive coastal establishment offering discreet hospitality to select adult guests. We are currently seeking one suitable candidate for the position of live-in trainee sissy maid.

I read it twice.

Private. Exclusive. Did that mean posh? Probably.

Discreet hospitality. I had no idea what that meant.

I scrolled down.

This is not a conventional housekeeping post. Applicants should read the full description carefully before applying.

The successful applicant will live on site at the Winter Tide Hotel on the Cornish coast and will undertake a structured one-month trial period under the direct supervision of Mistress McFadden, owner and proprietor.

Mistress McFadden.

There was no attempt to soften it. No “Ms McFadden”. No “hotel manager”. No friendly sentence about joining a small team in a beautiful coastal location. Just Mistress McFadden, sitting there in the middle of the paragraph like a cold hand on the back of my neck.

I remember saying, “Absolutely not,” to the screen.

Accommodation will be provided in a private attic room. Food will be provided. The candidate will not receive a conventional weekly wage during the trial period. However, a monthly share of hotel profits will be paid directly into the candidate’s nominated bank account for the full term of service should the arrangement continue.

I clicked back to the search results.

Then I clicked forward again.

This is embarrassing to admit, but I did that more than once. I kept giving myself the chance to close it. I kept not closing it.

The next section was headed:

Candidate Requirements. I leaned closer. The list was extremely clear.

Applicants must be over twenty-one.

Applicants must have no relevant professional experience in feminisation, maid service, escort work or adult entertainment. This is a novice training position. Previous fantasies, habits or expectations may be considered a disadvantage.

I did not like the way it seemed to assume there might be previous fantasies. I liked even less the way I immediately wondered whether I had any. I decided I did not. Then I carried on reading.

Applicants must be single, free to relocate, and able to commit to an initial period of one month without outside employment or competing obligations.

Single, yes. Free to relocate, hell yes.

Applicants must be discreet, obedient, punctual, hygienic, physically presentable and willing to accept correction.

I did not care for obedient. Or correction. Although I had to admit punctual and hygienic were not unreasonable.

Applicants should be of slight to medium build, clean-shaven, and capable of being trained towards a feminine presentation suitable for private service.

That one made my face go hot.

I thought about the photograph on my CV. Plain shirt. Clean face. Soft mouth, if I was being unkind to myself. Narrow shoulders. Hair too long because I had not paid for a cut in months. I had always looked younger than I was, which had been annoying in pubs and useful nowhere.

Capable of being trained towards a feminine presentation.

I sat back. “Piss off,” I said again, but much more quietly.

The next heading was: Duties During Trial Period

Daily maintenance of guest rooms and private areas.

Laundry, linen preparation and wardrobe support.

Basic food preparation and assistance with private dining.

Cleaning of bathrooms, service corridors and staff areas.

Answering bells and attending when summoned.

Supporting Mistress McFadden in the smooth running of the house.

There was more.

The successful candidate will be trained in correct forms of address, posture, deportment, curtsy, table service, silence during private appointments, and the management of embarrassment.

The management of embarrassment.

The management of embarrassment sounded like a university module I would have failed with distinction. I kept reading.

The candidate must understand that the Winter Tide Hotel operates on discretion. Guests, visiting companions, private arrangements, schedules, conversations and internal procedures are not to be discussed outside the hotel under any circumstances. Any breach of discretion will result in immediate termination of the trial without recompense and may result in legal action.

That gave me a chill.

Not because it was threatening exactly, but because it made the whole thing feel real. Fake adverts do not usually care about internal procedures. Scams usually want bank details and other data. This wanted obedience, silence and good posture.

Then came the section I should have stopped at.

Feminisation And Personal Presentation

I did stop, actually. For about ten seconds. Then I read it.

The successful candidate must be prepared to undergo full feminisation during the trial period. This will include, but may not be limited to, complete body hair removal, skincare, eyebrow shaping, voice discipline, posture correction, feminine undergarments, stockings, training dresses, maid uniform, wigs if required, cosmetics, and instruction in appropriate feminine behaviour for private service.

I stared at the words.

It was strange how the list worked. Each individual item sounded manageable for about half a second. Then they gathered together and became impossible.

I tried to picture myself in a maid uniform. I shut the laptop halfway. Then I opened it again.

The advert continued.

The candidate will be expected to accept that presentation is not fancy dress. Clothing, grooming and behaviour are part of service discipline and should be treated seriously. The candidate will not be permitted to treat uniform, lingerie, cosmetics or feminine conduct as a joke once training begins.

Then I saw the line underneath.

The successful candidate will be expected to wear a chastity device for the duration of training and service, subject to correct fitting, hygiene requirements and Mistress McFadden’s approval.

I went completely still.

I had heard the phrase before, probably. Somewhere. I knew it was an adult thing. A fetish thing. Something from websites you did not accidentally end up on unless your definition of accidentally was doing a lot of work.

But I did not actually know what it meant in practical terms.

So, naturally, I looked it up. I clicked the least alarming-looking page.

It was alarming enough.

I will not describe everything I saw because I am trying to keep this journal tasteful, and also because Mistress may eventually read it and I would prefer not to die of shame twice. But I can say this: it was not a metaphor. It was not a decorative accessory. It was a real physical object with measurements, locks, hygiene advice and far too many customer reviews from men named things like PervyDave72.

The surprise was that people had opinions. Strong opinions. There were forums, guides, fitting charts, warnings, cleaning routines, arguments about materials and comfort, which is a word I had not expected to find anywhere near the subject.

It was absurdly practical. That unsettled me more than if it had been entirely filthy. A fantasy can be dismissed. A product page with sizing instructions is harder to dismiss.I looked back at the advert.

The successful candidate will be expected to wear a chastity device for the duration of training and service, subject to correct fitting, hygiene requirements and Mistress McFadden’s approval.

Mistress McFadden’s approval. I had not even met the woman and already she was somehow involved in things I had no wish to discuss with anyone, including myself.

My face was burning.

I got up from the desk and walked around the room.

There was not enough room to do that properly, so I basically turned in two short circles between the bed and the chair full of dirty laundry.

“Insane,” I said.

I went to the kitchen, opened the fridge, looked at the two eggs, shut the fridge and came back. The advert was still there.

There were more sections.

Of course there were.

The candidate will address the proprietor as Mistress McFadden or Mistress, as instructed.

The candidate will answer promptly and respectfully when spoken to.

The candidate will not argue during correction. Questions may be asked at appropriate times and in appropriate language.

I made a face at the screen.

The candidate will maintain the attic room in perfect order and submit to inspection.

Inspection. There it was again, though I had not yet learned how much that word would come to define my life, at least in the early stages of training.

The candidate will surrender unsuitable clothing for storage and will wear only approved garments during the trial period.

I looked down at my hoodie.

It had a cigarette mark on one cuff from an incident involving toast and panic. I felt oddly defensive of it.

The candidate will keep a written record of progress if instructed.

That one barely registered at the time. It registers now, obviously.

The final section was headed: Application Process

At that exact point, I was not going to apply. I was only reading the application process for educational reasons, like someone reading the fire escape instructions in a hotel room without planning to climb out of the window.

Applicants should submit a short, written statement explaining their current circumstances, reasons for applying, availability, health considerations, and willingness to accept feminisation and live-in service.

The advert wanted a short ,written statement. I could give it one sentence.

I am applying because nobody else wants me and I am close to being thrown out of my flat and fucking desperate.

Applicants must include one recent, clear photograph. This should be a plain, unfiltered image of the applicant’s face and upper body. Formal presentation is not required. Excessive posing, fantasy clothing or explicit images will result in rejection.

I nearly liked that.

Not the photograph part. The explicit images will result in rejection part. It suggested Miss McFadden had seen things. It also suggested she had not enjoyed them.

Shortlisted applicants will be invited to attend an online interview lasting about 1 hour. The proprietor’s decision is final.

I sat there for a long time. Long enough that the laptop screen dimmed and I had to touch the pad to wake it. Long enough for the flat to settle into its late-night noises around me: the fridge humming, the rain tapping, a bus hissing past outside, someone in the building below shutting a door too hard.

I read the advert again from the top.

A normal person would have closed it. A normal person would have laughed, maybe taken a screenshot to send to a friend, then moved on with his life. A normal person would not have sat alone in a South London bedroom at one in the morning, reading the same job advert three times and pretending the practical details were the only interesting parts.

Accommodation.

Food.

One-month trial.

No previous experience.

Training provided.

I kept circling those phrases in my head, as if they were sensible enough to cancel out the others. The really serious ones.

Full feminisation.

Maid uniform.

Obedience.

Chastity device.

I opened my bank account. The balance looked worse than I remembered, which seemed unfair because I had already remembered it was terrible.

I opened my email. No replies. I opened the folder where I kept job documents. CV. Cover letter. References. Scanned degree certificate. Photograph. The photograph was called Professional_Headshot_Final2, because I had apparently believed there would be more versions of my face worth saving.

I opened it. There I was. Colin Mercer. Plain shirt. Tired eyes. Hair too long. Trying to look confident and producing, at best, mild concern in anyone considering employing me.

I tried to imagine what the person who wrote the advert would see. Not me, exactly. Not the whole mess of me. Just the face, the build, the softness I had always resented slightly, the lack of beard, the way I never seemed to take up as much space as other men. Capable of being trained towards a feminine presentation.

Then I did something very stupid.

I pasted the photo into the application form.

There was a box for the written statement. I stared at it. The first version I wrote was too jokey. The second version was too desperate. The third version made me sound like someone who had researched the lifestyle, which I absolutely had not, apart from the chastity device search, which I was already trying to erase from my memory.

In the end, I wrote something plain.

My name is Colin Mercer. I am twenty-one years old and currently living in London. I recently graduated from university and have been unable to find suitable employment. I am available to relocate immediately and can commit to an initial one-month trial period. I have no experience in this kind of work, but I am willing to learn and follow instructions. I understand the position involves live-in service, discretion and feminisation training.

I paused.

Then, because I apparently wanted to ruin my own life properly, I added: I would like to be considered for this post at your hotel.

I sat back. My heart was beating too hard. It was only a form. A stupid form on a stupid website for a job I was not seriously going to take even if someone replied, which they would not.

No severe Scottish woman on a Cornish headland would look at that photograph and think, yes, there is my maid.

I moved the cursor to the submit button.

Then I clicked submit.

For a few seconds, nothing happened.

Then the page changed.

Application Received.

That was all.

No trumpet. No thunder. No hand reaching through the screen to seize me by the collar and drag me to Cornwall.

I closed the laptop at once, as if that would undo it. It was past two in the morning by now. I sat there in the dark room, feeling hot and ridiculous and very awake.

Almost immediately, I regretted it.

Just enough to sit there with my hands in my lap, staring at the dead plant on the windowsill and wondering what sort of man applied to become a live-in sissy maid at a private hotel. A desperate one, obviously. A foolish one.

After a while, I got into bed without brushing my teeth, which tells you the moral state I was in. I lay there listening to the rain and the buses and the low electric hum of London not caring whether I had a future. I told myself it was fine. I told myself I had only done it because it was funny.

I told myself nobody would reply.

And God help me, I hoped that was true.


The Interview

The email arrived at 9:17 the next morning.

I was half asleep, still asleep and not quite concentrating. My stomach was grumbling and I was more concerned that my Job Seekers Allowance had gone into the bank. Thankfully, it had. You should never make decisions on an empty stomach and today I was going to need to make one that would change my life.

I rubbed my eyes, picked up my phone and checked emails received, then clicked on the only one in my in-box.

From: Fiona McFadden.

Subject: Winter Tide Hotel Application.

Mr Mercer,

Thank you for your application to the Winter Tide Hotel.

That was enough.

I actually dropped the phone onto the duvet as if it had gone hot.

This was stupid because I had sent the application myself. Nobody had stolen my details and submitted it for me. Nobody had hypnotised or coerced me through blackmail. I had found the advert, read the advert, filled in the form and pressed submit with my own stupid hand.

Still, I had not expected a reply.

That was the arrangement I thought I had made with the universe. I could do something ridiculous at two in the morning, feel stupid, go to sleep, and the world would politely ignore it.

I picked up the phone again and opened the email and began to read.

Mr Mercer,

Thank you for your application to the Winter Tide Hotel.

Your application has been reviewed and I am prepared to offer you an initial online interview today at 1pm. The interview will be conducted via Microsoft Teams. A link is included below.

You will be punctual.

You will be clean shaven.

You will wear a plain shirt.

You will ensure that you are alone and will not be interrupted.

You will have your camera switched on from the beginning of the call.

Regards,

Fiona McFadden, Owner and Proprietor, The Winter Tide Hotel

I sat there in bed, holding my phone, feeling somehow both insulted and trapped.

I had never had a potential employer speak to me like that. Mind you, I’d lost track of the last time someone had invited me for an interview. That raised my heartbeat and got me more awake.

I disliked her tone. That is the truth. I immediately thought of some fussy old hag who expected things to be done in petty little way.

I lay there for another minute, staring at the email. The Teams link sat there beneath her instructions, blue and dangerous-looking, like it had just opened a hole in my morning. I should ignore it. That was my first serious thought when I remembered the job detials.

I should delete the email, pretend it had never happened, and go back to applying for ordinary, dead-end jobs where the HR department could reject me in ordinary ways. No one knew. Why break the cycle?

There are moments in life when doing nothing is still a decision. I had discovered that during unemployment. You can lose whole days by not quite choosing to do one thing or another. You can sit searching YouTube for weird money making schemes before realising most of the day has gone and you’ve achieved absolutely nothing.

I telling myself I was only going to do the interview to find out whether the advert was real. I had to admit I was intrigued. That sounded reasonable. Investigative, almost. Besides, I could also do with some interview practice.

I was not going to accept anything. I was not committing to anything. I was simply gathering information, which is what sensible adults do before making decisions. Sensible adults also do not apply to become sissy maids after midnight either, but I chose not to dwell on that.

The room looked pretty shabby.

At night, under the laptop glow and rain, you could hide a multitude of sins. In daylight, it looked like someone who had given up lived there. The mugs on the desk. The clothes on the chair. The dead plant on the windowsill. The pasta bowl from the night before, and a bunch of old tissues on the carpet that had been there since I had a bout of flu a couple of weeks ago.

I collected the bowl and mugs and took them to the kitchen.

Daniel was already gone. There was a note on the table in his handwriting, short and to the point: Rent. We need to talk tonight.

I put the bowl in the sink and looked at the fridge. I needed something to eat so ordered a Mac breakfast and with a coffee.

The bathroom was cold because the little heater had stopped working properly and no one wanted to be the person who told Graham the landlord. I stood in front of the mirror and looked at myself.

I had slept badly. My hair was sticking up on one side. There was a crease across my cheek from the pillow. I had not shaved for two days, although that made less difference than it should have. My facial hair had never been impressive. It grew in patches, like my hormones were having difficulty getting to the right places.

I shaved and then showered quickly. By the time I had finished, there was a buzz at the door. My breakfast had arrived. I devoured it with the reckless abandon of a man who had been stranded on a desert island for months.

I owned a few shirts for interviews, but most were either in the laundry basket or hanging in the wardrobe with the defeated look clothes get when they have not been ironed in months. I took out a pale blue one, sniffed it, regretted that, and put it back.

The white one was better.

It had a faint crease across the chest and one cuff was slightly frayed, but on camera it might pass for clean and responsible. I ironed it using the tiny travel iron I had bought at university and almost never used. The ironing board belonged to the flat and had a burn mark shaped like Australia.

By eleven, I was dressed. This was much too early. The interview was still two hours away, which left me with enough time to do everything except calm down.

I tried to apply for two other jobs, to prove to myself that this was not the main event of the day. I opened a listing for a customer support assistant in Battersea and managed to read the same sentence six times without understanding it.

Fast-paced environment. Excellent communication skills. Positive attitude. I closed the tab.

The Winter Tide email was open behind it.

At 11:40, I clicked the Teams link to check it worked, then panicked when a browser window opened. I shut it immediately, as if I might accidentally join an hour and twenty minutes early and find Miss McFadden sitting there waiting.

I made tea. I did not drink it.

I checked the background in laptop video setup. Behind me, the room looked like a story of the collapse of a young man who had long ago given up trying. I moved the laundry laden chair out of camera view. I opened a window but the noise of the city was too loud.

I had seen myself on video calls before, obviously. University seminars, other job interviews, awkward family calls with my mother where she asked if I was eating properly and how the job hunt was going.

I stared at my face in the little camera window and tried to see what my interviewer might see.

I looked young.

Younger than twenty-one, probably. My face had a softness to it that I usually ignored unless someone at a pub asked for ID in a tone that suggested I was trying something on. My hair fell forward because it needed cutting. My eyes looked tired. My jaw was not strong in any heroic sense. My shoulders, visible in the shirt, were narrow.

I sat back.

Then I leaned forward.

Then I turned slightly to the side, which was ridiculous and made me feel worse.

Capable of being trained towards a feminine presentation. The phrase returned like a bad smell. I shut the camera app. Then opened it again. I tried smiling. That was worse.

By 12:30, my heart had started behaving in a way I considered excessive. Not racing exactly, but announcing itself. Each beat seemed to move through my chest and into my throat. I could feel it in my wrists.

At 12:45, I needed the toilet.

At 12:50, I needed it again.

At 12:54, I considered not joining.

I sat there with the mouse pointer hovering near the Teams link and thought, I do not have to do this. Don’t do this. Don’t do this!

Nothing forced me. Miss McFadden could sit in her hotel on her Cornish cliff and wait for a young man who never appeared on screen. She would presumably mark me down as unsuitable and move on to someone else.

Someone braver. Or stranger. Or more desperate. I imagined Daniel coming home that evening. Rent. We need to talk tonight. I imagined calling my mother and asking if the spare room was still free.

Then I clicked the link. Microsoft Teams opened. For a moment, there was a preview window. My face again.

Worse this time because the countdown was nearly done and my heart was about to explode out of my chest. There was a button that said Join Now. The clock on my laptop changed to 12:59.

I could still leave. I could close the window. I could return to being Colin Mercer, unemployed and ordinary and safe in the sort of misery that at least made sense.

Then the clock changed to 1:00.

I clicked Join Now.

For two seconds, there was only a grey screen.

Then a woman appeared.

Miss Fiona McFadden was not what I expected, although I am not sure what I had expected. A dominatrix in leather with a whip, perhaps. A dodgy looking hotel manager with a strained smile. A scammer in a call centre. A cartoon Scottish widow with a bun and a cane.

She was none of those things.

She sat in a high-backed chair in a well-lit office. Behind her were shelves, a framed map, a tall window with pale light beyond it, and what looked like dark wood panelling. She had dark hair pinned neatly back, sharp cheekbones, and a face that seemed used to being in control. She wore a black blouse buttoned high at the throat and a fitted dark jacket.

No smile.

“Mr Mercer,” she said. Her voice was Scottish, low and precise. Not loud. Not warm. It made my spine straighten before I even managed to realise the enormity of what I had just done.

“Yes,” I said, then realised that sounded stupid. “Yes, hello.”

“You are on time.”

“Yes.”

“That is a minimum expectation, not an achievement.”

I blinked.

“Right.”

“Can you hear me clearly?”

“Yes.”

“And see me?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Sit properly, please.”

I looked at myself in the corner of the screen.

I was leaning forward, shoulders rounded, hands somewhere under the desk. I sat up like a scolded child. She watched me adjust myself, which made me suddenly feel more self-conscious, if that was indeed possible.

“This interview will be direct,” she said. “I do not have time for evasive answers. You applied for a specific position. I will ask questions to determine whether you are a suitable candidate. If you are uncomfortable, you may end the call. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Answer properly.”

I swallowed. What did that mean? The I said:  “Yes, Miss McFadden.”

Something changed in her face. Not a smile. Certainly not approval. But she noticed.

“Good,” she said. “Stand up.”

I stared at her.

“Sorry?”

“Stand up, Mr Mercer. Move your chair back and step away from the desk. I need to see your full frame.”

My mouth went dry.

“I thought this was more of a normal interview.”

“It is not a normal post.”

“No, I know, but I mean…”

“You submitted a photograph. The photograph was useful but insufficient. Stand up, please.”

There are many things I wish I could say I did at that moment. I wish I could say I challenged her. Or laughed. Or ended the call with dignity. What I did was stand up.

The room suddenly felt very small. I pushed the chair back with an ugly scrape and stepped away from the desk. The camera showed me from somewhere around the knees upwards. I had to tilt the laptop screen back to fit more of myself in, which meant bending towards it while Miss McFadden waited in silence.

“Further back,” she said.

I stepped back until my legs touched the bed.

“Hands by your sides.”

I looked at the little version of myself on the screen.

Plain shirt. Black jeans. Socks. I put my hands by my sides. Miss McFadden looked at me as if I were a room she might or might not rent.

“How tall are you?”

“Five foot eight.”

“Weight?”

“I’m not sure exactly.”

“Approximate.”

“About nine and a half stone.”

“You are slight.”

“I suppose.”

“That was not a criticism. Turn to your left.”

I turned.

“Stop. Stand straight.”

I stood straighter.

“Shoulders back, not up. You are not being arrested.”

My face burned suddenly. I lowered my shoulders.

“Turn the other way.”

I did.

The whole thing cannot have lasted more than a minute, but it felt like it went on for an age. I was in my own bedroom, in my own clothes, and somehow she had made me feel as though I had been brought out for inspection.

“Face the camera again.”

I did.

She studied me for another few seconds, bowed her head and wrote something. Then she looked up again and said:  “You may sit.”

I came back to the desk too quickly and nearly banged my knee on the chair.

“You have a suitable body type for the role.”

I did not know what to do with that sentence.

“Right,” I said.

“Do not say right, young man. Say ‘yes, Miss McFadden’ or ‘no, Miss McFadden’.”

I stared at her. “Yes, Miss McFadden.”

“Better.”

I disliked her. I also wanted her to keep saying better, which was confusing and unpleasant. She glanced down again.

“You are twenty-one.”

“Yes.”

“Recently graduated.”

“Yes.”

“Subject?”

“History.”

“Degree classification?”

“Two-one.”

“Employment since graduation?”

“Nothing permanent.”

“That was not the question.”

I took a breath.

“No employment since graduation.”

“Why?”

I almost laughed. “Have you seen the job market?”

“I am interviewing you, not the job market.”

That stopped me.

“I’ve applied for a lot,” I said. “Graduate roles. Admin jobs. Hotel work. Customer service. Anything, really.”

“How many applications?”

“I don’t know.”

“More than fifty?”

“Yes.”

“More than one hundred?”

I hesitated.

“Yes.”

“Interviews?”

“Not really.”

She made a note. The sound of her pen against paper came through the speakers very softly. It sounded like rats scrabbling across floorboards.

“Current financial position,” she said. “Rent, debts, income, savings.”

“Not exactly thriving.”

She did not react.

“Do not do that.”

“Do what?”

“Make a weak joke.”

I looked down.

“Sorry.”

“Look at the camera when you answer me.”

I looked up.

“Rent is overdue,” I said. “I have some overdraft. Small credit card balance. No savings. I’m on benefits at the moment, but it doesn’t cover everything.”

“How overdue is the rent?”

“One month. Nearly.”

“Are you in danger of losing your accommodation?”

I wanted to say no. I nearly did.

“Yes,” I said.

“When?”

“A couple of weeks, probably. Maybe sooner if Daniel decides he’s had enough.”

“Daniel?”

“My flatmate. Kind of landlord. It’s complicated.”

“Is he a partner?”

“No.”

“Are you in a relationship?”

“No.”

“Any dependants?”

“No.”

“Children?”

“No.”

“Anyone financially dependent on you?”

“No.”

“Anyone likely to report you missing if you relocate?”

That one made me blink.

“My mother would worry.”

“Where is she?”

“Leicester.”

“Does she rely on you for care?”

“No.”

“Do you have regular commitments in London?”

“No.”

“Medical conditions?”

“No.”

“Mental health treatment?”

“No.”

“Medication?”

“No.”

“Drug use?”

“No.”

“Alcohol dependency?”

“No.”

She asked the questions with no embarrassment at all. That made it hard to be embarrassed on her behalf, so I had to carry all of it myself.

“Do you understand why I am asking these questions?” she said.

“I assume you don’t want someone unstable.”

“I do not want someone unsuitable. There is a difference.”

“Right.” She waited. “Yes, Miss McFadden.”

“Better. The Winter Tide Hotel is private. Its guests expect discretion. Its arrangements require someone who is committed. I cannot take on someone who will panic, gossip, become reckless, or involve outside parties when embarrassed. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Miss McFadden.”

“You will be embarrassed often if you are accepted.”

My face went hot again.

“I guessed that.”

“Guessing doesn’t mean you really understand.”

I said nothing. She looked at me through the screen.

“Tell me what you believe full feminisation means.” I looked away. “Mr Mercer.”

I looked back. “I suppose it means dressing as a woman.”

“No.” I waited. She continued. “Dressing is part of it. A small part. Try again.”

I shifted in the chair. “Hair removal. Makeup. Clothes. Learning how to act feminine.”

“Act feminine is vague.”

“I don’t know how else to put it.”

“Then listen. If accepted, you will be trained in presentation, grooming, movement, posture, voice control, uniform discipline, service manners and personal conduct. Your body hair will be removed. Your eyebrows will be shaped. Your skin will be cared for. You will wear undergarments appropriate to the role. You will be dressed as instructed. If a wig is required, you will wear one, though I see your hair is quite long. You will learn to stand, walk, sit, answer, serve and remain silent as a maid. That is what the advert means. Do you understand?”

My mouth was dry again.

“Yes.” She waited. “Yes, Miss McFadden.”

“Does that frighten you?”

I tried to laugh. “Wouldn’t it frighten most people?”

“I asked whether it frightens you.”

I could hear rain faintly at my window now. I remember that because I wanted to pay attention to anything except her face. “Yes,” I said.

“What part?”

“All of it, really.”

“That is not precise.”

I let out a breath.

“Being seen. Looking ridiculous. Not being able to pretend it’s just a joke once I’m there.”

She did not write that down. She watched me instead.

“That is the most honest answer you have given so far.”

I hated how much that pleased me. “I’m not sure I want to do it,” I said.

“That is not unusual.”

“Isn’t it?”

“No. The men who are certain are often the least suitable. I am not looking for someone who wishes to fulfil a fetish. I am looking for someone who is willing to be trained. A little doubt and resistance is perfectly natural. And preferred.”

That caught me off guard.

“I thought you’d want someone who was keen.”

“Keenness often comes with fantasies. Fantasists make poor servants, however good they may look in the part. They can also be unusually demanding.”

There was that word again. Servants. Not staff. Not employees. Servants.

“You read the section on chastity,” she said.

My entire body seemed to forget how to be casual. “Yes.”

“Did you understand it?”

“I looked it up.”

“I assumed you would. Do you have questions about that requirement?”

“No,” I said too quickly.

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “That was not convincing.”

“I don’t think this is something I want to discuss on a video call.”

“If accepted, you will be required to discuss many things you do not wish to discuss. This is not a pub conversation, Mr Mercer. It is a suitability interview.”

I swallowed.

“I understand what it is,” I said. “I mean, I understand the basic idea.”

“The device is not decorative. It is not a punishment in itself. It is part of discipline and control during training. Hygiene and fit matter. Compliance matters. If that is unacceptable to you, say so now.”

I wanted to say it was unacceptable.

I expected myself to say it.

Instead, I said, “I don’t know.”

“That is a better answer than no.”

“It’s not a yes.”

“I did not say it was.”

She wrote something down.

I wanted to know what.

I also very much did not want to know what.

“Why did you apply?” she asked.

“Because I’m desperate.” It came out before I could dress it up.

She looked at me.

“For money?”

“For somewhere to live.”

“And food?”

“Yes.”

“And because no one else has offered you a position?”

“That too.”

“Any other reason?”

“What do you want me to say?” I asked. “That I’ve always dreamed of being a maid? I haven’t. I saw the advert. It was strange. It came with a room. I thought it might be fake. I applied because I didn’t think anyone would reply.”

“And yet you attended the interview.” I had no answer to that. She let the silence sit there for a moment. Then she said, “You are defensive.”

“Yes, well, this is a strange conversation.”

“You are also frightened.”

I opened my mouth.

Closed it.

“You do not eat properly,” she said.

I frowned.

“How can you possibly know that?”

“Your face. Your shoulders. The way you are sitting. The visible state of your room. The fact that you are looking at me as if a hot meal would make you so happy right now.”

I couldn’t think of anything to say to that. She was right and she had seen through me, any attempt at bravado.  “You look like you need to be taken in hand, Mr Mercer.”

That was the sentence I remembered later.

At the time, I did not understand why it made my stomach squirm a little. It was only a phrase. Old-fashioned, almost. The sort of thing a teacher might say about a boy who was disruptive in class.

“I’m not a child,” I said.

“No. You are twenty-one, unemployed, in debt, at risk of losing your accommodation, poorly disciplined, evasive, physically suitable, and more obedient than you would like to believe.”

I stared at her.

“That’s quite a summary. You don’t know me.”

That would have been the obvious moment. Thank you for your time, Miss McFadden, but I no longer wish to be considered for the post. Good luck finding whatever on earth you are looking for. But I did not end the call.

Because she was impossible.

Because she was seeing the exact parts of me I had tried to hide and speaking about them as if they were ordinary facts.

Because she had said physically suitable and that had made me blush.

“What would happen,” I asked, “if someone was accepted?”

“Someone?”

“If I was accepted.”

“Then you would receive a formal offer by email. You would be required to confirm acceptance within twenty-four hours. Travel arrangements would be your responsibility unless otherwise agreed. On arrival, you would sign trial paperwork, surrender identification for copying, receive your attic room, and be issued with initial rules.”

“Surrender identification sounds ominous.”

“For copying, Mr Mercer. Do listen.”

“Sorry.”

“You would begin with domestic service and basic discipline. Your existing clothes would be assessed. Unsuitable items would be stored. Grooming would begin within the first forty-eight hours. Feminisation would proceed in stages according to your progress and my judgement.”

“Your judgement.”

“Yes.”

“And if I decided to leave?”

“The trial is voluntary. You may leave. You would not receive the full financial renumeration if you leave before the agreed period without cause. You would also be required to maintain confidentiality.”

“So I’m not trapped.”

“Do you wish to be trapped?”

“No.”

“Then do not use silly language.”

I looked down.

“Sorry.”

“Again.”

I looked back at the camera.

“Sorry, Miss McFadden.”

She nodded once. It was tiny, but I saw it.

“How do you respond to correction?” she asked.

“Badly, probably.”

“At least you know.”

“I don’t like being spoken to like I’m stupid.”

“I have not spoken to you as if you are stupid. I have spoken to you as if you are undisciplined.”

“Would you be able to address me as Mistress?” she asked.

I froze. There it was again. The word in the advert. The word I had half laughed at and half avoided looking at directly.

“I don’t know.”

“Try.”

“What, now?”

“Yes.”

I glanced at the little image of myself in the corner of the screen, as if he might help.

He did not.

“I don’t think…”

“Try, Mr Mercer.”

I hated the calmness. I hated the way she gave instructions as if the world had already agreed she was allowed. I hated that I had not left. I hated the heat in my face, the dry feeling in my mouth, the stupid quick beat of my heart.

“Yes,” I said.

She waited.

“Yes, Mistress.”

The word barely came out.

It was thin. Awkward. Almost inaudible. But it came out.

“Again. Properly.”

I gripped the edge of the desk.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Better.”

I looked down at my hands.

“You are very easy to embarrass,” she said.

“I think most people would be embarrassed by this.”

“Perhaps. But you respond to embarrassment by obeying more carefully. That is relevant.”

She asked more questions after that. Practical ones. Could I cook anything? Basic things, I said. Pasta, eggs, toast, nothing impressive. Could I clean? Yes, obviously, though my room probably did not help my case. Could I follow written instructions? Yes. Could I keep a diary or written record if told to? Yes. Did I snore? I did not know. Was I allergic to anything? No. Did I smoke? No. Did I own formal clothing? One suit, not a good one. Did I have piercings, tattoos, visible scars? No.

It was strange how ordinary some of it became.

That may have been the most unsettling part. One minute she was asking whether I could address her as Mistress. The next she was asking whether I could prepare breakfast for guests. One minute I was trying not to think about body hair removal. The next I was admitting that I had never properly polished a pair of shoes.

She made notes throughout. I found myself trying to answer better. Not because I wanted the position. Obviously. I simply did not want to sound useless.

Near the end, she looked at the camera without speaking for a moment. I sat still. By then, I had learned that filling silence was discouraged.

“You are not what I expected,” she said.

“I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”

“It is neither yet.”

“Right.”

Her eyebrows lifted.

“Yes, Miss McFadden,” I corrected.

“You have some unsuitable habits. You are evasive, defensive, untidy, underfed, anxious and inclined to make light of serious matters. You are also young, available, discreet enough to be ashamed, and you have a suitable frame and face for training. You listened. You followed instructions when pressed. You did not become vulgar. You did not attempt to turn the interview into a fantasy. Those are points in your favour.”

She glanced at her watch. “I have other candidates to interview.” A strange feeling moved through me then. “I will contact you shortly with my decision.”

“Yes, Miss McFadden,” I said.

“Do not send follow-up emails,” she said. “Do not telephone the hotel. Do not make additional applications under another name. If you are not selected, you will not be selected. If you are selected, you will be expected to respond promptly. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Miss McFadden.”

“Before we end, tell me one thing.”

“What?”

“What are you afraid of?”

The question was so simple that I could not dodge it quickly enough. I could have said the wrong thing. Full feminisation. Chastity. Being laughed at. Being seen by Daniel. Having to call her Mistress again. I was afraid of all of those things.

But what came out was quieter.

“That my life will never change.”

She looked at me and then said, “Thank you. That will be all for now.”

The call ended. Just like that the screen went blank. Her face disappeared and my own reflection returned to the darkened laptop screen. I sat there, staring at myself.

I should have felt ridiculous.

I did feel ridiculous.

I closed the laptop.

I stood up and went to the bathroom. In the mirror, I looked at my face again. Young. Soft. Tired. Suitable, apparently.

“Yes, Mistress,” I said quietly, just to hear what it sounded like when nobody else was listening.

It sounded ridiculous.

It sounded dangerous.

It sounded as if something had already begun.


The Offer

For two days after the interview, I heard nothing from Miss McFadden.

That should have been a relief. In theory, silence meant the whole thing could remain a joke and fade back into the general mess of my life. I could tell myself I had done something stupid, been briefly humiliated on a video call, and then escaped without consequence.

There are worse things, after all. Lots of people have awkward job interviews. Most of them do not involve being asked to stand back from the camera and turn around, with a view to what they would look like in a pretty maid’s uniform.

I kept checking my email.

I tried not to. I really did. I told myself she had probably chosen someone else. I told myself there must have been plenty of better candidates, although what counted as better for a live-in trainee sissy maid at a private hotel in Cornwall was not something I completely understood. Still, there had to be someone. Someone keener, stranger, smoother, more obedient, more whatever she was looking for.

On the second afternoon, just after three, the email arrived.

I was at my desk with a half-finished application open for a night porter job in Battersea. I remember because the form was asking whether I had experience dealing with difficult guests, and I had been trying to decide whether living with Daniel counted, though it was the wrong way round. My phone buzzed beside the laptop, and when I glanced down, I saw her name.

I did not open it straight away. That is worth admitting because I immediately expected a thanks but no thanks letter. That was my state of mind at the time, though I didn’t quite accept it – no one wanted me, at all.

It was quick. Two days was nothing, really. People wait weeks for job offers and even second interviews. Some companies never reply at all. This felt quick. Too quick. The interview had been strange and exposing, and now, barely forty-eight hours later, this woman had apparently made a decision about me.

Finally, I opened the email.

Mr Mercer,

Following your interview, I am prepared to offer you a one-month trial position at the Winter Tide Hotel as live-in trainee sissy maid. As you are currently not gainfully employed, I have taken the liberty of going ahead with the preferred timeline for the hotel.

The trial will begin on Monday. You will arrive at the hotel by early evening on Sunday. If you accept, you will need to arrange travel by train to Lockhurst Station nearby.

Accommodation will be provided in the attic room. Food will be provided. You will not receive a conventional wage during the trial period. If the arrangement continues beyond the initial month, your agreed share of hotel profits will be paid monthly into your nominated bank account.

At the conclusion of the one-month trial, I will decide whether you are suitable to be offered a twelve-month service contract. You will obviously decide whether you wish to continue. I’m sure that you will.

During the trial, you will be expected to follow all rules of the house without complaint. This includes rules concerning dress, grooming, conduct, speech, privacy, service duties, inspection, correction and personal discipline.

You will address me as Mistress McFadden, Miss McFadden, or Mistress, from the moment you arrive.

You will not try to renegotiate the rules of your employment after arrival.

You will not treat the position as a joke.

You will not disclose details of the Winter Tide Hotel, its guests, visiting companions, private arrangements or internal procedures to any person outside the hotel.

You will confirm acceptance or refusal by 12 noon tomorrow.

Regards,

Miss Fiona McFadden

Owner and Proprietor

Winter Tide Hotel

It was not the fact that she had offered me the trial. Not only that. It was the speed of it. Two days earlier I had been a broke graduate in a South London flat, half joking my way through an interview I had no business attending. Now there was a formal offer, a start date, an arrival time, and a list of rules that made it very clear Miss McFadden was not inviting me to a barn dance.

I sat down again and read the email more slowly. Then I looked around the small bedroom and my heart sank. I couldn’t stay here, I needed to get out, not just for now but for good. I was drowning in mediocrity and there seemed no escape except one.

Those were harder to fold into a sensible plan.

I left the email open on the screen and tried to imagine what accepting would actually mean. I pictured ordinary things. Packing a bag. Buying a train ticket. Standing on a platform. Arriving somewhere remote and windswept. Meeting Miss McFadden in person after only seeing her on a screen. Being shown to an attic room. Being told where to put my things. Being told what to wear. Being told when to speak. Being told…period.

I did not accept straight away. I want that recorded because it feels important. I did not open the email, tremble with secret joy and fling myself at the reply button.

Daniel came home around seven. I heard him in the hallway, the little scrape of his shoes, the sound of his bag hitting the floor. For a moment I thought about telling him everything. Not the full everything, obviously. But enough. A private hotel in Cornwall. Live-in trial. No wage but food and accommodation. A chance to get out.

He knocked on my door before I had decided what version of the truth I was willing to use.

“You busy?” he asked.

“No.”

He opened the door and stood there, not quite coming in. I could see from his face that this was not a casual visit. He looked agitated. “I’ve got someone who wants to move in,” he said.

I didn’t say much but it appeared I was being given my marching orders. That’s when I told him I’d been offered a job in Cornwall – just to try and make it look like leaving was my idea when it wasn’t really.

“It’s housekeeping,” I said. “Private hotel. They need someone live-in.” He seemed relieved. I suspect he had come home expecting an argument, perhaps resistance.

After he left, I sat on the bed for a long time. I went out to the local corner shop and treated myself to a half bottle of whiskey and sat in my room drinking it slowly. I finally fell asleep around midnight.

That night, I dreamed of the hotel.

I did not know what the Winter Tide looked like then, so my mind made something up. There was a long corridor with polished floors and windows looking out to a grey sea. I was walking along it with a tray in both hands. I remember the tray more clearly than anything else. I was concentrating so hard that the contents, some kind of breakfast, didn’t slide off and onto the floor.

I was dressed as a maid.

A black dress, a white apron, stockings and high heels. I moved in the heels as if I had always known how, which is how I knew it was a dream because I could barely cross my own room without stepping on laundry or tripping over something.

The strange part was not the outfit. The strange part was that I was happy. Quietly happy. As if someone had finally given me a shape that fitted around the mess of me and said, there, stand like that, walk like that, do this next.

Mistress McFadden was standing at the end of the corridor. She looked exactly as she had in the interview, severe and composed, cruel almost. She said, “Very good,” and in the dream those words mattered to me more than I wanted to admit.

I woke in the dark with my heart going too fast.

For a while I lay there staring at the ceiling. The dream had left a feeling behind, and I disliked it. It was not excitement exactly. It was more embarrassing than that. It was the feeling of having been seen in a version of myself I had no right to want.

I got up and went to the bathroom. The light was harsh and the mirror was unkind, as usual. There was Colin again. Thin face, messy hair, tired eyes, a spot near his jaw, and nothing remotely graceful about him. Not a maid.

In the morning, I made tea and then settled down at my lap top.

Dear Miss McFadden,

Thank you for your email. I confirm that I accept the one-month trial position at the Winter Tide Hotel. I will arrive by early evening on Sunday as instructed. I understand that I will be expected to follow the rules of the house during the trial period.

Regards,

Colin Mercer

I read it several times before sending. It was short and to the point.

I took a deep breath and pressed send. Her reply came about an hour later.

Mr Mercer,

Acceptance noted. Travel instructions will follow. You will bring sufficient practical clothing for travel only. Do not purchase clothing for service. That will be provided or approved after arrival. Let me know when you will be arriving at Lockhurst Station and I will arrange for a car to meet you.

Mistress McFadden

I did not reply. There was nothing useful to say. I checked my bank balance, which was already beginning to dwindle badly and then went online to organise the train ticket. Cornwall is an unusual place, I found and there were three changes needed before I would get into Lockhurst Station. Once I’d got that out of the way, I emailed Miss McFadden with the time.

The rest of the day became practical, which helped. I had a few days to manage before leaving on Sunday morning. I withdrew as much cash as I could, which was not much but enough. I did this because I was permanently worried that some hidden direct debit would suddenly be due and empty my account.

Daniel seemed to find reasons not to be in the flat for some reason. I think he was keeping his fingers crossed that I was actually going to leave and it was not a joke. I slept badly the night before my departure, tossing and turning until I got up at 6 and made myself a coffee and checked a hundred times that I had everything I needed.

Outside, London was already doing what London does. Buses moved through wet streets. People hurried with coffees even on a Sunday, bags, headphones, faces arranged for some sort of work. Nobody noticed me leaving, which was right and still somehow insulting.

At Paddington, I found the platform and sat down. The train was already there. It looked disappointingly ordinary. I do not know what I expected, but apparently part of me thought a train to a private hotel where I might become a maid should look a little more extraordinary.

I found my seat by the window and put my bag above me after a brief fight with the luggage rack. I sat there with the phone in my hand until the train began to move.

London slid past the window in its usual untidy way: wet brick, backs of houses, high rises, cranes, graffiti, little yards full of junk, glimpses of people’s kitchens, railway arches, offices, flats, roads I would never know the names of. I had spent months feeling trapped by the city, and now that I was leaving it, I felt oddly ungrateful.

After a while, London thinned out. The buildings gave way to wider roads, then fields, then the sort of wet countryside I had mostly seen through train windows and pretended to appreciate. I watched it all because there was nothing else to do and because looking out of the window made it easier not to think too directly.

I did not know what the future held. That sounds obvious, but it is how it felt. Not exciting, not exactly. More like I had made a decision in a language I could not yet read, and now I had to wait for someone else to translate it.

The train kept moving west.


Interlude One: The Winter Tide Hotel

I should write something about the Winter Tide Hotel itself before I go much further, because otherwise the place may sound too much like a fantasy.

That is one of the difficulties with describing it. If I write only about the gates, the sea, the guests, the girls, and Mistress McFadden’s rules, it begins to sound invented. If I write too plainly, I miss the effect it had on me when I first arrived. The truth is somewhere between the two. The Winter Tide is a real building, with damp corners, rattling pipes, heavy doors, old stone, laundry problems, food deliveries and gutters that complain in bad weather.

It is also unlike anywhere I have ever been in my life.

The hotel stands on a rugged headland about a mile from the nearest town. That mile matters more than it sounds, especially when you first arrive without a car and realise that the road is narrow, the wind hardly stops, and the sea is rarely out of sight for long.

The nearest town has shops, pubs, a small harbour, holiday cottages, people walking dogs, and the usual local curiosity about anything private and expensive sitting beyond the main road. The Winter Tide keeps itself apart from all that. It does not advertise itself in the way ordinary hotels do. There are no big signs on the road, no banners, no cheerful board outside promising cream teas, hosting weddings or sea-view weekends for retired ladies and gentlemen.

You have to know where you are going. And more importantly, why.

The entrance is through large iron gates set between stone pillars. From there, a long tree-lined drive leads up towards the hotel. The trees are not neat in a suburban way. They have been shaped by years of coastal wind, leaning slightly, tough-looking, with branches that move even when the air seems still.

The first time I came through those gates, I remember feeling as if I had passed into a different world. I was already out of my depth by then, though I was trying very hard not to show it.

The building itself dates from the mid-nineteenth century. Mistress told me that later, during one of those moments when she was instructing me in something practical and somehow ended up giving me a history lesson at the same time.

It was built as a private coastal retreat for a wealthy family, then became a convalescent home for a while, then changed hands after the war more than once before eventually becoming the hotel it is now. I do not know how much of that history is publicly known and how much Mistress has pieced together herself, but she knows the building almost as if it were a person. She knows which walls are original, which fireplaces were restored, which windows had to be replaced, which parts were badly altered in the seventies and later put right at great expense.

It is an imposing structure, especially from the drive. Dark stone, tall windows, steep roofs, chimneys, a broad front entrance and enough height to make a young man with one bag and no savings feel completely inadequate.

The sea sits behind it and below it, depending on where you stand, and on rough days the whole building seems to be bracing itself against the tides and wind. There are gulls almost always, they nest on the cliff face and they can cause the most frightful racket. They scream, steal, make a mess and look as though they could gang up on you and carry you over the cliff.

Despite its age, the Winter Tide has been refurbished to a very high standard. That was one of the things that surprised me. From a distance it looks old and severe enough to be cold inside, but it is not.

The refurbishment has not stripped it of character, which Mistress would never have allowed, but everything that matters has been done properly. The guest bathrooms are modern and expensive. The heating works, most of the time. The wiring has been updated. The kitchen is professional. The carpets are thick, the curtains are heavy, the beds are large, and the whole place gives the impression that a great deal of money has been spent on a persona of sheer opulence.

There are thirty large guest rooms, though some are closer to suites. The best rooms face the sea and have balconies, large bathrooms, old mirrors, deep chairs and windows wide enough to make the view feel almost indecent.

Other rooms overlook the gardens, the drive or the rough land towards the cliff path. Each room has its own character, but not in that silly guesthouse way where everything has a theme and a little wooden plaque.

Mistress dislikes cuteness. She dislikes slogans, novelty cushions, decorative shells, and anything that looks as if it was bought in a boutique seaside store. The Winter Tide is coastal because salt blows against the windows and storms shake the glass, not because someone has arranged driftwood in a bowl.

The main dining room is one of the grandest parts of the hotel. It has tall windows, dark panelling, a fireplace, a long sideboard and enough space for large gatherings, which happens often. In the daytime it can feel almost stern, especially when the sea is grey and the light comes in hard across the tables. At night, with candles, polished glasses, fresh linen and the curtains drawn, it becomes something else. I have spent many hours there setting tables, checking cutlery, folding napkins, carrying plates, replacing flowers and being corrected because a chair was not quite in the right position. If that sounds excessive, it probably is, but guests at the Winter Tide notice details. Mistress notices them first.

There is also a private dining room, a library, a bar, two sitting rooms, several smaller rooms used for meetings or private arrangements, a large kitchen, a laundry, linen rooms, storage rooms and the service corridors that guests rarely see. The public parts of the hotel are calm, polished and quiet. The service parts are where people hurry, swear under their breath, steam things, fold things, carry things, repair small disasters and try to make sure the calm remains intact.

The Winter Tide’s public face is discreet luxury. I know that sounds like a phrase from a brochure, but there is no better way to put it. Guests do not book in the usual way. They are known, referred, approved, or brought into the circle by someone already trusted. The hotel caters to people who want privacy, beauty, good food, careful service and a setting where particular tastes can be enjoyed without exposure.

Most of the guests are successful men. Some are in finance, property, law, medicine, business, media or politics. There are women too, fewer in number but not unusual enough to be remarkable. The common thread is money, discretion and a love of glamorous trans girls.

The Winter Tide is built around a specific world. The girls who visit are often booked by clients for dinners, dates, parties, weekends, private meetings or just company. Some bookings are quiet and formal, with one guest and one girl dining together in a private room. Other evenings involve larger gatherings, more cars on the drive, music from behind closed doors, champagne, laughter, and a kitchen that suddenly feels as if it is about to explode.

The girls do not live at the hotel. That is important. They visit, sometimes often, sometimes only for particular clients or events. Some arrive with garment bags, makeup cases, shoes, perfume, phone chargers, and the practical attitude of women who know exactly how much work glamour takes. Some sweep in as if the hallway has been waiting all day to receive them. Others arrive tired from trains, taxis, other bookings, other cities, and only become dazzling after an hour upstairs with a shower, a good mirror and the right dress.

The girls are very different from one another. Some are warm, chatty and funny with the staff. Some are cool, businesslike and careful. Some have a way of making everyone relax. Some make the room sharper simply by entering it. There are girls who remember how I take tea, which still seems backwards to me, and others who barely speak unless they need something. I do not resent that. They are not there to entertain the maid. They are there because clients have booked their time and because Mistress McFadden’s hotel gives those bookings a frame of safety, privacy and polish.

The relationship between the hotel and the girls is one of the things that changed how I understood the Winter Tide. From outside, it would be easy to imagine the whole place exists only for rich clients and their pleasures. In one sense it does, because clients pay for everything and Mistress is not running a charity. But the rules protect the girls as much as they protect the guests. Phones are controlled. Photography is forbidden. Staff are trained not to gossip, stare, ask personal questions or behave as if the girls are part of the staff. If a guest forgets himself, Mistress does not make a scene but she knows how to control things.

I have seen guests arrive full of confidence and leave much smaller after crossing one of Mistress’s lines. It is rare, because most guests know the terms before they come, but wealth and too much drink can make people careless.

The girls are expected to be professional, punctual and discreet, but they are also treated with the same reverence as guests. Their rooms are prepared properly. Their preferences are remembered. Transport is arranged. Dressing spaces are warm and well-lit. If a girl says a client has behaved badly, Mistress listens first and asks questions after.

When I first arrived, the whole place made me feel shabby. That is not me being dramatic. I was shabby. I had come from a cramped room in South London with one bag, very little money, and a head full of panic.

I was daunted by the size of it, but also by the order. The flat in London had been a place where things piled up because nobody had the money, energy or interest to put them right. At the Winter Tide, everything had a place and a purpose. There were keys for rooms, lists for rooms, rules for rooms, cloths for different surfaces, times for meals, ways to answer bells, ways to carry trays, ways to fold linen, ways to stand when Mistress was speaking. At first it felt oppressive. Later, though I did not want to admit it, the order began to feel like the only thing I really needed.

That does not mean I liked everything. I should make that clear, because there is a danger in looking back and glossing over things as if they didn’t matter. I hated plenty of it. Especially in the first few days. I hated being told that I had missed dust on a skirting board. I hated being corrected for slumping, mumbling, fidgeting, answering too quickly, answering too slowly, holding a tray badly, standing in a doorway, or looking at a guest with what Mistress called “unadorned fascination”. I still think that was unfair. But even when I resented her, I could not deny that the hotel ran because she was in control and knew how its heart beat.

As I became Sophie, my view of the hotel altered. I do not mean in one sudden moment. There was no grand revelation in the dining room while the sea crashed outside. It changed because I spent days and nights inside the place, doing the work, learning its moods, and slowly understanding the people who passed through it. I learned that the wide front staircase is for grand entrances. I learned that the service stairs are narrow and unforgiving if you are carrying linen and wearing very high heels. I learned that sea-facing rooms need extra attention after storms and that salt air gets everywhere.

I also learned to see the girls more clearly. At first they seemed impossibly glamorous to me, almost unreal, especially when they arrived dressed for dinner or stepped from cars in high heels like old style Hollywood stars. Later I noticed the practical details. The spare shoes. The tiredness after a long night. The careful checking of makeup before entering a room. The way one girl might laugh brightly in the hall and then sit quietly alone for five minutes before going to her room. The way another could handle a difficult guest with two sentences and a look. They taught me a great deal without setting out to teach me anything.

Mistress McFadden’s place in all this is harder to explain without giving too much away. She is the hotel’s owner, but that does not cover it. She is also its guard, judge, memory, organiser and, when necessary, executioner. She knows which guests require charm and which require firmness. She knows which girls prefer which rooms, which wines calm which men, which staff can be trusted with what, and when silence is kinder than conversation. She is strict because the hotel would collapse any other regime. That is not an excuse for everything she does, and I would not have accepted it as one in the early days, but I understand it better now.

The Winter Tide is not a place where people simply do as they please. That was another thing I misunderstood. I assumed secrecy meant indulgence, and indulgence meant mess or some sordid perversion. In fact, the hotel is built around control. Guests come there because they know the terms. The girls work there because they know the rules. Staff serve because Mistress makes expectations clear, sometimes painfully clear. Privacy for the exclusive clientele does not happen by accident. It takes gates, distance, careful bookings, trained staff, closed mouths, prepared rooms, and a woman like Mistress McFadden who has earned her reputation over decades.

I know the hotel differently now. I know how the dining room smells before dinner, when flowers, polish, coffee and warm bread all mix together. I know the weight of a laundry basket carried up two flights of stairs. I know how the corridor outside Room Nine sounds when someone is laughing behind the door and someone else is trying not to cry in the next room. I know which windows rattle in a south-westerly wind. I know the exact feeling of standing in the hall with my hands folded, waiting for Mistress to notice whether I have done well or badly.

That is how the Winter Tide became real to me. Not through its history or its wealth, though both are present everywhere. It became real through work. I first saw the opulence and felt small. I learned the labour behind the opulence and began, slowly, to feel useful. The place did not become less grand, but it became less untouchable. Once you have scrubbed a bathroom, carried sheets, polished a banister and stood in the kitchen while someone swears at a sauce that has split, grandeur becomes something you maintain rather than something you merely admire.

I still sometimes look at the hotel from the drive and remember how it felt the first time. The iron gates, the trees, the dark stone, the sea beyond it, and me pretending I was not frightened. I did not know then that the place would change me so much. I did not know the names of the beautiful girls I would meet, the rooms I would clean, the mistakes I would make, or the rules that would settle under my skin. I only saw a large, expensive, secretive hotel on the edge of a cliff and wondered what sort of person belonged there.

Certainly not me. At least, that’s what I thought.


Arrival

The journey to Lockhurst took so long that I began to suspect I was in some sort of fever dream.

That is not a clever exaggeration. It genuinely felt that way by the end. Every time I looked at the route, there seemed to be another station, another delay, another platform change, another announcement delivered through speakers that made every word sound as if it had been soaked in porridge.

I had left London early enough, or so I thought, but the day kept stretching. One train was late because of signal problems. Another sat outside a station for twenty minutes without explanation. At the second change, I stood on a wet platform with my bag between my feet and watched my connection pull away just as the doors on my train opened.

I remember thinking, not for the first time, that perhaps this was a sign.

By the final stretch, I was too tired to panic. I had spent the morning in a state of tight, alert dread, checking tickets, checking times, checking my phone, checking that the bag above my head had not somehow disappeared.

By late afternoon, after too many station coffees and one sandwich that tasted like cardboard, my nerves had become dull. I watched the country outside the window change from familiar urban mess to flatter fields, then hills, then darker lanes and wet stone villages that looked as if they had been built before the horseless carriage.

I still had my phone then, of course. That seems worth mentioning now because by the end of that evening I would not. I checked it compulsively during the journey, although there was very little to check. No message from my mother. Nothing from Miss McFadden asking if I was going to arrive on time.

At some point after Exeter, the weather became worse. Rain moved across the train windows in bursts, and the sky darkened earlier than it should have. I had the uneasy feeling of being carried further and further from the life I understood and closer to one with gothic storms and ghostly apparitions.

Lockhurst Station was smaller than I expected.

I finally got there at just after eight in the evening, by which point I felt like I could sleep for a week. There were only a few lights on the platform, and the rain was coming sideways in the wind. Not polite rain either. Proper coastal rain, driven hard enough that it got under my collar before I had even worked out where the exit was.

I stepped down with my bag and stood there for a moment, blinking like an idiot.

The station looked almost closed. A small waiting room, a ticket office window with the blind down, a couple of benches shining wet beneath the lamps, and a sign with LOCKHURST written on it in a plain sort of way that did nothing to explain why my life had brought me there.

The air smelled different from London. Saltier, colder with the coming Autumn, and something raw in it. The wind was coming in from the sea, or so I assumed. I could not see the sea from the station, but I could hear something in the distance when the wind dropped, a low rushing sound that was ominous enough to make my stomach tighten.

Outside, a dark Range Rover waited by the kerb with its headlights on and the engine running. It looked too clean and too expensive for the station car park, though the rain was doing its best to correct that.

A man stood beside it in a dark coat, broad-shouldered, tall, and visibly unhappy. Even in the poor light, he had the look of someone built for bad weather. Dark hair, rough jaw, heavy brow, hands in his pockets, shoulders slightly hunched against the wind. He looked up when I came through the station doors.

“Mr Mercer?” he said.

“Yes,” I said. “Sorry. The train was delayed.”

“I know.”

He took my bag before I had decided whether to offer it. There was no fuss about it. He simply stepped forward, lifted it from my hand, and put it into the boot. I climbed into the passenger seat after a moment of awkward hesitation, because part of me still expected to be told where to sit.

The man got in, shut the door and pulled away from the kerb.

“I’m George,” he said after we had left the station.

“Colin.”

George did not seem like a man who objected to silence. In fact, he seemed actively in favour of it. He drove with both hands on the wheel, eyes forward, saying nothing unless a bend, a flooded patch of road or an oncoming set of headlights required some small adjustment of his mood. The lanes were narrow, bordered by hedges and stone walls, and the rain made the road shine in the headlights. Every so often, the car climbed or turned and I caught a dark glimpse of the sea beyond the land, not clear enough to see properly, but enough to remind me where I was.

After a while, I said, “How far is it?”

“Twenty minutes.”

Looking back, George was not being deliberately rude. He had been kept waiting by my delays, and he was probably missing whatever quiet evening he had expected to have with Francoise in their cottage. At the time, I only knew that I was sitting beside a large, grumpy man in a warm car, being driven towards a hotel where I had agreed to be trained as a maid. It did not make me chatty either.

The road narrowed further as we left the town behind. The houses thinned out, then disappeared into dark hedgerows and stretches of open ground where the wind hit the car harder. George drove without hesitation, though I could not imagine knowing those bends well enough to take them at that speed. Rain beat against the windscreen, and the wipers kept up a steady, hypnotic rhythm.

Then, quite suddenly, he turned between two stone walls and the car began to climb.

At first I saw only trees. Dark shapes on either side, their branches bent and moving in the wind. The headlights caught trunks, wet leaves, stone, iron, and brief flashes of white where water ran along the drive. Then the trees opened and the gates appeared.

They stood between stone pillars, black against the rain, with lamps glowing on either side. For one foolish second I thought George would stop and get out, but the gates began to open before the car reached them. Smoothly, silently, as if the house had seen us coming.

The drive beyond curved uphill between wind-shaped trees. The rain had eased a little by then, or perhaps we had come into shelter. The road was wet and shining, with low lights set along parts of it, and beyond the trees I caught glimpses of dark stone and lit windows.

The Winter Tide Hotel came into view gradually.

I had seen grand buildings before. London is full of them if you look. This was different. The hotel was not simply large. It had presence. Dark stone, tall windows, steep roofs, chimneys, light burning behind glass, all of it raised above the sea on its cliff as if it had grown out of the rock and refused to leave. The weather suited it too well. The clouds, the wind, the trees, the sound of water somewhere below, all of it made the place feel less like a hotel than a decision someone else had already made for me.

George pulled up outside the front entrance.

By then the worst of the squall had passed, though the air still moved sharply enough to cut through my coat when I opened the door. George had my bag out of the boot before I could get myself organised. He set it beside me on the wet stone, nodded once towards the steps, and got back into the car.

“Someone’ll see to you,” he said.

Before I could ask anything else, he drove off towards the side of the building, leaving me standing at the foot of the steps with my bag and the wind pushing at my back.

I looked up at the hotel.

That is the part I remember most clearly. Not because of one particular detail, but because of the feeling that came over me. The front entrance was lit warmly, and the windows above it glowed in the wet dark. I could hear the sea now, not faintly, but properly, somewhere beyond the house and below the cliff. It was not a holiday sound. It was too heavy for that.

I picked up my bag and climbed the steps.

The front door opened before I reached it.

I thought it would be Miss McFadden. My stomach tightened so sharply I nearly stopped on the top step.

It was not Miss McFadden.

It was a maid.

She stood in the doorway with the light behind her, and for a second I did not quite know what I was seeing. She was petite, pretty, and dressed in a black satin maid’s dress that caught the hallway light in soft folds. The dress had a white apron, little bows, puffed sleeves and a skirt that sat well above the knee without looking cheap. She wore stockings and high heels, and somehow stood as if both were the easiest things in the world. Her hair was neat, her makeup delicate, and her smile so bright and ordinary that it made the whole situation worse.

“Mr Mercer,” she said.

I swallowed.

“Yes.”

Then she took the sides of her skirt between finger and thumb and curtseyed. Not a joking little bob. Not a clumsy thing. A proper, neat movement, graceful and practised, as if men arrived at cliffside hotels in the rain all the time and were welcomed by pretty satin maids dipping politely before them.

“Welcome to the Winter Tide Hotel,” she said. “I’m Emma.”

I did not know what to say.

I think I managed, “Hello.”

Looking back, I am certain that moment was planned. Not necessarily by Emma. Emma was kind, and I do not think she set out to frighten me. But Mistress McFadden must have known exactly what it would do to me to arrive cold, tired and uncertain, then be welcomed by the maid I was meant to replace. Emma was not simply a person opening the door. She was a demonstration. A warning, perhaps. Or a promise. I could not have put that into words then, but some part of me understood that I was being shown the end result before I had even taken off my coat.

Emma stepped aside.

“Come in before you freeze,” she said.

The hall of the Winter Tide was warmer than I expected and much grander than I was prepared for. Stone outside, polish inside. There was a wide entrance hall with dark wood, a large staircase, thick carpets, old pictures, flowers on a central table, and lamps that gave off a soft golden light. It smelled of wax, woodsmoke, flowers and something expensive I could not name. My shoes squeaked slightly on the floor, which made me aware that they were wet and old and absolutely wrong for the place.

Emma noticed, but only smiled. “Long journey?” she asked.

“Very.”

“George was grumbling, I suppose.”

“He seemed cheerful enough.”

She laughed at that. “I doubt that very much.”

“I’d hate to see him really annoyed.”

“You probably will at some point. Everyone does.”

Emma led me across the hall towards reception. I tried not to stare at her as we walked, which was difficult because everything about her seemed arranged and effortless. The heels made a small, neat sound on the floor. Her skirt moved when she walked. The bows on the dress were small but unmistakable. I kept thinking, absurdly, that this was workwear. Not fancy dress. Not a joke. Her uniform. Her actual uniform.

Reception was not like the reception desk in an ordinary hotel. It was quieter, darker, more private, set slightly off the main hall rather than shouting for attention. Behind the desk stood a young woman with fair hair tied back, wearing a crisp blouse and dark skirt. She looked about my age, maybe a little older, and had the expression of someone who enjoyed knowing more than you did.

“This is Fran,” Emma said. “Miss McFadden’s assistant.”

Fran looked me up and down. Not rudely, exactly.

“Colin Mercer,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You’re late.”

“The trains were delayed.”

There was something in her tone that made it sound as if she did not believe trains had ever been delayed for anyone else. Emma gave Fran a look that seemed friendly on the surface and warning underneath.

“He’s here now,” she said.

Fran smiled slightly.

“So he is.”

I disliked her quite quickly, which was probably what she wanted. She was pretty in a sharper way than Emma, less soft, less open. If Emma made the maid’s uniform look natural, Fran made a blouse and skirt look like the beginning of an interrogation. I had the uncomfortable thought that she might be close to my age and already far better at being an adult than I was.

“Miss McFadden is away until Tuesday,” Fran said, glancing at a notebook or register on the desk. “You’ll be under Emma’s guidance until then, with Mrs Clarke supervising practical duties. The hotel is closed for the week before the Autumn and winter season begins. Repairs, deep cleaning, and a few refurbishments. That means it will be quiet but there will be various workmen around.”

Emma turned towards me.

“Miss McFadden’s instructions are that your bag, laptop and phone are to be placed in storage until the end of the trial period.”

I stared at her.

“My phone?”

“Yes. You won’t need outside distractions during training.” Emma spoke before I could say anything. “It’s standard for new trainees,” she said, more gently. “You’re expected to focus entirely on the house, your training, and Mistress’s instructions. It feels strange at first, but it helps.”

At the time, it made me nervous. More than nervous, actually. My phone was not much of a life, but it was connection. My mother, email, bank account, train times, maps, the internet, the possibility of escape.

I took it from my pocket and held it for a moment. Fran held out her hand. I passed it to her.

“Unlock it,” she said.

“Why?”

“So it can be checked and powered down properly.” I hesitated. Fran’s expression did not change. “It is not optional,” she said.

I unlocked it and handed it back. She did something with practised speed, then placed it in a padded envelope with my name already written on it. My laptop went the same way. My bag was tagged and taken through a door behind reception by Fran herself, which seemed unnecessary until I realised that nothing in the hotel was done casually.

When she came back, I felt suddenly lighter and not in a good way.

Emma seemed to understand. “You’ll be all right,” she said. “You’re just hungry and tired.”

She led me away from reception and through a side passage towards the back of the house. The change was immediate. The public hall had been polished, quiet and warm. The service corridors were narrower and plainer, though still clean. There were noticeboards, hooks, doors with labels, the smell of food, polish and warming pipes. Somewhere, something clanged. Someone laughed in the distance, then stopped as we turned a corner.

The kitchen was large, bright and alive in a way the rest of the hotel was not. Even closed for the week, it seemed busy. There were steel surfaces, tiled walls, shelves, hanging pans, a range, fridges, chopping boards, the smell of onions, stock and fresh bread. A buxom woman in her fifties stood at the centre of it all wearing an apron and the expression of someone who had run out of patience in 1998 and never found any reason to replace it.

“This him?” she said.

“This is Colin,” Emma said. “Colin, this is Mrs Clarke.”

Mrs Clarke looked at me from head to foot.

“Poor lad looks half-starved.” I had no idea how to respond to that, so I did what I had already done several times since arriving and said nothing. Mrs Clarke pointed at a chair by a scrubbed wooden table. “Sit down before you fall over. Emma, love, get him a bowl.”

I sat.

There was something about Mrs Clarke that made sitting feel like the only sensible response. She had a broad Yorkshire voice, strong arms, and a way of moving around the kitchen that made everything else seem like an extension of her. She put a bowl of soup in front of me, then a plate with crusty bread and butter. The soup was thick and homemade, the sort of food that makes you realise how badly you have been feeding yourself.

The soup was hot, savoury and rich, and the bread was fresh enough to make me feel emotional. I had spent weeks eating the cheapest, highly processed food I could find in the supermarket. Here, it appeared in front of me, made by someone who had never met me before but seemed to care.

Mrs Clarke and Emma talked while I ate. Not about anything private. Repairs to Room Twelve. A delivery that had come late. Whether the new curtains in one of the sea-facing rooms were too pale. Francoise being fussy about candles. George being in a mood because of the rain and the late train. It should have been reassuring, that ordinary conversation. In some ways it was. The hotel had already seemed too grand and too strange, but the kitchen was full of practical complaints, and I understood practical complaints. They made the place feel less like a trap and more like a workplace.

When I had eaten enough for Mrs Clarke to stop looking personally responsible for my survival, Emma stood. “We should get you upstairs. It’s late, and you’ve got an early start.”

Until then, arrival had filled the whole of my mind. Get to Lockhurst. Find the car. Reach the hotel. Hand things over. Eat something. Now there was tomorrow, waiting patiently beyond all of it. I thanked Mrs Clarke for the food.

She waved that away.

Emma led me out of the kitchen, through more service corridors, then to a small lift at the back of the building. It was not the sort of lift guests would use, assuming guests used lifts at all. It was narrow, practical and smelled of fresh polish. Emma pressed the button for the top floor, and we began to rise with a mechanical hum.

“You’re replacing me,” she said. I looked at her. “Not immediately. I’m still here for a little while. Long enough to help settle you in.”

“Where are you going?”

She smiled, but did not answer straight away. “Somewhere Mistress thinks I’m ready for.”

That was not much of an answer but it was enough to make me curious.

The lift stopped. Emma opened the door and led me along a short corridor under a sloping roof. The sound of the weather was louder here. Rain tapped against something above us, and the wind moved around the building with a low pressure that made the old beams creak.

She opened a door.

“This is yours.”

I stepped inside and stopped.

The attic room was not what I expected.

I had imagined a little servant’s box with a narrow bed, a chair and perhaps a hook on the wall if Mistress was feeling generous. This was larger. Not grand, exactly, but comfortable and carefully arranged. There was a double bed with a neat cover, an office-style desk and chair near the window, a dresser, a small vanity table, a large ornate wardrobe, and a door to an ensuite bathroom. The ceiling sloped, but not so badly that I would need to crouch unless I wandered into the wrong corner. The window looked out towards the sea, though in the dark I saw mostly the reflection of the room and the restless black movement beyond it.

It was functional, but unmistakably feminine.

Not pink everywhere. Not silly. Not like a child’s idea of a girl’s room. The femininity was in the details: the mirror, the brush set, the little bottles and jars on the vanity table, the folded towels tied with ribbon, the soft lamp, the faint scent of powder and lavender, the way everything seemed to be waiting for someone more delicate than me to use it.

Then I saw the wardrobe.

The door was open. Purposefully, I thought.

Inside were uniforms. Rows of them.

Mostly black and white, formal, satin, and unmistakably related to what Emma was wearing. Short skirts, puffed sleeves, white aprons, neat collars, little bows, different cuts and finishes. Some were simpler, some more elaborate. A few were pink and white, softer and prettier in a way that made my face warm. Beside them hung nightgown and peignoir sets in pale colours, sheer layers, lace edges, satin ribbons, things I could barely look at directly because I could not make them belong to any sensible version of myself.

Below the hanging clothes were shoes. High heels. Several pairs. Black, white, pink, glossy, satin, ankle straps, little bows, narrow heels that looked less like footwear and more like a dare. I must have stared too long because Emma came to stand beside me.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “No one expects you to manage those tomorrow.”

“That’s comforting.”

She laughed softly.

It was the first time I saw how young she was under the polish. Not childish. Not inexperienced. Just young. Close enough to the person I was supposed to be that it made the distance between us feel both enormous and technically impossible.

“Does all this belong to you?” I asked. “No. Some things are mine. Some are house stock. Most are for you.”

I walked further into the room and set my hand on the back of the desk chair. It was solid, ordinary, almost comforting. The desk had a lamp, paper, pens and a blank notebook. I did not know then that the journal would become part of my routine, though perhaps I should have guessed. Miss McFadden seemed exactly the sort of woman who would want a record of some kind.

Emma crossed to a small clock beside the bed.

“The alarm is set for six.” I turned. She looked amused. “You’ll shower and be ready by six-thirty. You will wear just the robe that is in the bathroom. I’ll bring breakfast, and then we’ll begin.” She moved towards the door, then paused. “Try to sleep. I know that sounds unlikely, but try. The first morning feels easier if you’re refreshed.”

“Is it going to be awful?”

Emma considered that. “Parts of it.” That was honest enough to be worrying. “But not all of it,” she added. “And you’ll be less frightened once you know what’s expected.”

I looked back at the wardrobe.

“I’m not sure that’s true.”

“It was for me.”

She said it simply, and then she left.

The door closed softly behind her.

For a while I stood in the middle of the room and listened to the hotel around me. It was not silent, not really. Old buildings make noises. Pipes, wind, distant doors, the faint movement of people below, the sea beyond the window. The room was warm. The bed was made. There was food in my stomach. My phone was gone, my bag was gone, my laptop was gone, and every exit to my old life had suddenly become complete.

I went to the window.

The storm had not finished. It had only moved around the house. Beyond the glass, the sea was a dark, shifting mass under a sky with no clear edge to it. I could see faint lines of white where waves broke against rocks below, and when the wind hit the window, the whole pane trembled slightly.

I should have felt trapped.

I did, a little.

But I also felt something else that was harder to admit. The room was clean. The bed was mine for now. Someone had fed me. Someone would come at six-thirty with breakfast. There was a schedule, a purpose, and a whole wardrobe full of impossible satin waiting behind an open door.

I stood there for a long time, looking out at the stormy sea, wondering what I had got myself into.

Then I looked at the wardrobe again and decided I already knew.


The First Morning

I woke before the alarm.

That annoyed me, for some reason. I had expected the alarm to drag me out of sleep in some dramatic way, or at least give me something to blame. Instead I opened my eyes in the dark and knew at once where I was. The attic room. The Winter Tide Hotel. The sea somewhere beyond the window. The wardrobe full of satin uniforms standing open on the other side of the room as if it had been watching me all night. My body ached a little, even though I had spent most of yesterday sat on a train and not doing much else.

For a few moments, I did not move.

Rain hit the window in quick bursts, then stopped, then started again harder. The wind seemed to move around the roof, pressing into gaps, rattling something loose in the guttering and then rushing away. I lay there listening to it and wondered whether this was normal for the Winter Tide, or whether the weather had arranged itself specially for my first morning.

It would have been nice if the sun had come out.

That sounds childish now, but it is true. A calm morning might have made everything feel less severe. Blue sky, gulls, a gentle sea, perhaps a cup of tea in bed and time to think. Instead, the building creaked and breathed around me, and the dark beyond the window seemed to belong to another century.

I turned my head and saw the little clock by the bed.

5:48.

I had twelve minutes left of being Colin before everything began in earnest.

That was how it felt, though I would not have put it so neatly then. Mostly I felt charged and too awake, as if my body had decided panic was necessary. My heart was not racing exactly, but it was close enough to make lying still difficult. I could feel every part of myself. The stiffness in my neck. The sour taste in my mouth. The weight of my clothes.

That was when I realised I had slept in them.

Jeans, T-shirt, socks, everything except my shoes. I had meant to undress, or at least I think I had. I remembered sitting on the bed after Emma left, staring at the wardrobe and listening to the wind. I must have told myself I would only lie down for a moment. Apparently, Colin Mercer’s last act of resistance was falling asleep fully dressed like a student after a bad night out.

Looking back, I think I was clinging to them.

That sounds too meaningful, perhaps, but I think it is true. Those clothes were not special. The jeans were old, the T-shirt had lost shape in the wash, and the socks did not match. But they were mine. They were ordinary male clothes from my ordinary life, and some part of me must have known that the morning would begin by taking that away. For how long, I didn’t know.

The alarm went off at six.

It was a small, polite sound from the bedside clock. Nothing dramatic. It did not need to be. I was already sitting up by then.

I switched it off and sat on the edge of the bed for a minute, looking at the room properly in the weak morning light. It was warmer than I expected. That struck me first. Outside, the weather sounded brutal, but inside the attic room there was steady heat from a radiator beneath the window and a softer warmth in the bedding behind me. The lamp on the vanity table gave off a gentle glow. The whole place felt prepared, which was comforting and not comforting at all.

I stood up and undressed slowly, not because I was savouring anything but because I felt awkward even though I was alone. It is strange how quickly a place can make you aware of yourself. In London, I had undressed in my room without thinking, usually while stepping over laundry or trying not to spill tea. Here, in the neat attic room with the open wardrobe and the little bottles lined up on the vanity table, even taking off a T-shirt felt like part of a process.

I put my clothes on the chair, then immediately wondered whether that was wrong.

A chair did not seem good enough. Not in this room. Not in Mistress McFadden’s hotel. I folded the T-shirt badly, folded it again slightly better, then folded the jeans and put everything in a small pile on the seat. I remember being irritated with myself for caring. Miss McFadden was not even there. Emma was not there yet. Nobody had told me to fold my old jeans.

Still, I could feel the house beginning to work on me.

The ensuite bathroom was small but new, with pale tiles, a heated towel rail, a large mirror and a shower that looked much too good for an attic room. I turned it on and waited until the water was warm. The mirror misted at the edges, and for a moment I caught a blurred version of myself in it: thin, pale, unruly hair sticking up, one shoulder slightly higher than the other, the same awkward body I had brought from London.

I stepped under the water.

In ordinary life, showers reset things a little. They wash away sleep, sweat, panic, bad decisions, or at least they pretend to. This one did not reset anything. It made things sharper. The hot water ran over me, and I kept thinking about the email, the advert, the interview, the line about grooming and personal discipline. Complete body hair removal. Feminine undergarments. Posture. Voice. Maid uniform. Chastity device. All that was still to come.

I washed carefully.

I was aware of Emma arriving at six-thirty, and the thought of being considered unclean at the start of training seemed unbearable. That was new. I had never been especially slovenly, despite the state of my room in London, but I had also never thought of washing as something someone else might judge.

When I finished, I dried myself with one of the towels from the rail. It was thick and warm, which felt undeserved. Then I stood in front of the bathroom mirror with the towel wrapped around my waist and looked at myself.

I had the oddest thought. Perhaps this is the last time I will see Colin. I do not mean I believed I would vanish that morning. I was not that foolish. I knew I would still be me in some form by lunchtime, probably confused, possibly hungry, perhaps wearing something embarrassing and ready to quit altogether. But the thought came anyway, and it was difficult to shake. This was the last morning before the hotel began making visible changes. The last moment where my body was simply the body I had arrived with, unprepared, untrained, still untidy in its maleness.

I touched my face.

There was a good level of stubble there. My hair needed cutting as it had grown long and lack of money had prevented me from booking an appointment at the local barber’s. My eyebrows were too heavy. My chest and legs still had the hair I had never thought about much until an advert in Cornwall made it sound like an obstacle. I looked male enough to myself, but for the first time I wondered how much of that was habit. Miss McFadden had looked at me through a camera and seen something else. Emma had opened the door looking like a finished answer. A vision of what I was meant to be. The wardrobe in the next room waited with its own opinion.

I did not like standing there too long.

The robe hung from a hook on the bathroom door, shimmering slightly in the light. White silk, or something close enough to silk that it made no difference to me. It had a belt, wide sleeves and a length that came roughly to my knees. It looked simple, but not plain. Soft. Clean. Almost bridal, though I did not let myself use that word at the time.

I put it on. The feeling of it made my throat tighten.

That surprised me. I had expected to feel ridiculous, perhaps cold, perhaps irritated by the obvious femininity of it. Instead, the material slid over my skin in a way that made me very still. It was not like wearing a T-shirt or a hoodie. It did not hang heavily or hide me. It touched me. That was the difference. It moved when I moved. It found the line of my shoulders, my waist, my thighs, and made me aware of them.

I tied the belt too tightly, then loosened it.

Then tightened it again.

There was no underwear beneath it. That was also part of the discomfort. Not discomfort exactly. Exposure. The robe covered me, but lightly, and the knowledge of what was not underneath it made standing in the room feel strangely intimate. I was alone, but I did not feel unwatched. The hotel had a way of doing that. Perhaps all old buildings do, or perhaps I was just making things up because this was all so strange.

I sat at the desk and tried not to look at the wardrobe. At six-thirty exactly, there was a knock at the door. I stood up too quickly.

“Come in,” I said, then wondered whether I was supposed to say that. Emma opened the door carrying a tray.

She was already dressed and perfect, which seemed miraculous at this time in the morning. The black satin dress, the white apron, the little bows, the stockings, the heels. I had seen her only the night before, but in the clearer morning light she seemed even more impossible. Not unreal exactly. Very real, in fact. That was the problem. She was a real person who could move like that at half past six in the morning while I was standing there in a silk robe, feeling as if my skin had become public property.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

She smiled and set the tray on the desk.

Breakfast was tea, toast, a boiled egg, fruit, and a little pot of yoghurt. The sort of breakfast I would once have found irritatingly small, except I had eaten properly the night before for the first time in ages, and my stomach was too nervous to know what it wanted.

“Mrs Clarke said not to overdo it this morning,” Emma said. The idea that Mrs Clarke was also up at this ungodly hour made me feel a little awkward, as if everyone was making an effort just for me.

I sat down because Emma gestured to the chair, and I found myself obeying without thinking. She moved around the room with easy familiarity, checking the curtains, glancing towards the bathroom, noticing the folded clothes on the chair.

“Good,” she said.

“What?”

“You folded them.” That embarrassed me more than it should have.

I picked up the tea. “Is the weather always this bad?”

“Here?” Emma went to the window and looked out. “Not always. But over winter, often enough. Autumn turns quickly on the headland. You get used to the wind first. Then the noise of the sea. Then you stop noticing unless it goes quiet.”

I did not understand that then. I only heard the rain and the wind and thought of the long drive, the gates, the cliff, the distance from town. The place seemed designed to make leaving feel complicated.

I ate while Emma stood by the wardrobe, not staring at me but not looking away either. She had a way of giving a person privacy while still being completely aware of them. I tried to eat neatly because of it. Toast became difficult. The egg became a test. I drank the tea too quickly and burned my tongue.

“Slowly,” she said.

I looked at her, expecting teasing, but she was not mocking me. Not really. She was kind, but there was discipline under the kindness. It reminded me that she had not become what she was by accident.

For a while, we talked a little. Not about anything too serious. She asked whether I had slept. I lied and said yes. She asked whether the room was warm enough. I said it was. She told me Miss McFadden liked the attic rooms to be warm because cold made people clumsy and resentful. I nearly asked how she knew that, then remembered Emma had lived through her own training and knew a great many things I did not.

The whole time I ate, I felt as if I were eating my last meal before execution. That is melodramatic, but only slightly. It was not that I expected something terrible exactly. It was that breakfast created a pause, and pauses are dangerous when you know something is waiting afterwards. The robe brushed my thighs when I shifted in the chair. I was aware of my bare legs beneath it, of the belt tied at my waist, of Emma’s polished shoes and perfect posture.

When I had finished what I could, Emma lifted the tray. “Are you ready?” she asked.

I looked at her. “No.”

She smiled. “That’s all right. Come anyway.”

I stood. The robe moved against my skin, and again that strange awareness passed through me. It was not unpleasant. That was part of the problem. If it had been scratchy, ugly or humiliating in some obvious way, I might have found it easier to resist. Instead it was soft, expensive and calm. It made me feel exposed without feeling degraded.

Emma opened the door and waited. I followed her into the attic corridor.

The hotel felt different in the morning. Somewhere below us, pipes knocked. A door closed. The faint smell of coffee and warm bread moved through the building. The wind pressed along the roofline, and the rain tapped overhead, but inside the corridors were warm and quiet. My bare feet padded over the carpet. Emma walked ahead of me, and I found myself watching her dress.

It was not only that the skirt was short or that the satin caught the light. It was the way the whole uniform shaped her movement. The apron, the heels, the fitted waist, the little puffed sleeves, the stockings. She walked like someone who knew what every part of her was doing. I wondered what it would feel like to be dressed that way and how I would ever manage such high heels.

At the lift, Emma pressed the button and stood beside me while we waited.

“You’ll need to listen carefully this morning,” she said.

“I was planning to.”

“I mean it. Some of what happens today will feel very intimate. Some of it will be embarrassing. You are expected to follow instruction without hesitation or objection. If you genuinely do not understand something, you may ask. Do not joke, do not argue, and do not pretend you have not heard.”

My mouth had gone dry.

“What exactly is happening?”

Emma looked at me for a moment.

“Preparation.”

“That’s not very specific.”

“No. It isn’t.”

The lift arrived with a small shudder and a mechanical sound from somewhere inside the wall. We stepped in. The space was narrow, and standing beside Emma in the silk robe made me feel more exposed than I had in the bedroom. I was suddenly even more aware of the smooth material against my skin, the looseness under it, the fact that Emma was fully dressed and I was not. The lift doors closed, and for a moment there was only the hum of machinery and the storm moving around the hotel.

Emma glanced at me, then softened her voice a little.

“You’ll be all right. The first morning is the worst because you don’t know the order of things.”

“And once I know?”

“Then you’ll worry about different things.”

The lift descended slowly. I watched the numbers change and tried not to think about the future. I tightened the belt of the robe without meaning to.

Emma noticed, of course.

“Hands at your sides,” she said gently.

I let go of the belt.

The lift continued down.


Preparations

The lift took us down further than I expected.

That should not have surprised me. The hotel was large enough to contain almost anything by then, and I had already understood that the Winter Tide was not simply a place with bedrooms, dining rooms and a kitchen. It had layers. Public rooms, service corridors, staff passages, guest spaces, private rooms, storage rooms, and now, apparently, something below all of that. To be honest, it felt a little James Bond-ish and just a little bit exciting.

Emma stood beside me in silence as the lift descended. Emma seemed incapable of looking anything less than neatly prepared and completely serene. Her black satin skirt held its shape as if even the fabric had been trained to respond around her. I stood beside her in the white silk robe, barefoot, with my hands held awkwardly at my sides and I felt slightly pathetic in her presence.

The lower we went, the less I could hear the storm. The noise of rain and wind faded into the hum of the lift, then into the soft mechanical bump as it stopped. Emma opened the door and stepped out first. I followed her into a corridor that looked nothing like the rest of the hotel.

The basement salon was modern.

That was the first shock. I had expected stone walls, old pipes, perhaps something gloomy and Victorian to match the rest of the place. Instead, the corridor outside the salon was clean, bright and almost clinical. The floor was pale, the walls were painted in a soft grey, and the lighting came from panels set into the ceiling. The doors ahead had frosted glass, and behind them I could see a clear white glow. It was not cosy. It was not gothic. It was professional, and somehow that made it worse.

Emma paused outside the door. “Remember what I said,” she told me.

“I remember.”

“And you address her properly.”

“Who?”

She opened the door. The salon was warm and well-lit. Too well-lit, in my opinion. Light bounced from mirrors, white walls, polished surfaces and glass cabinets. It was designed to highlight any imperfection with ruthless efficienty. There were salon chairs arranged in front of large mirrors, trolleys with trays and bottles, shelves of products, towels folded neatly, and a long treatment table with a padded surface in the centre of the room. It all looked expensive, efficient and impossible to hide in.

A woman was waiting beside the treatment table.

She was perhaps in her forties, though it was difficult to tell. She wore a white tunic and matching trousers, with her hair pulled back tightly and no expression on her face that suggested she was pleased to see me. She had the severe look of a person who had never once said, “This might sting a little,” unless it was going to sting a great deal. Her shoes were flat, white and silent on the floor.

Emma stepped forward, took the sides of her skirt lightly, and curtseyed. “Good morning, Miss Gilbert.”

“Emma.”

“This is Colin Mercer.”

Miss Gilbert looked at me with professional attention. It was the same sort of look Miss McFadden had given me through the laptop, but more practical, more physical. Miss McFadden had seemed interested in my obedience and usefulness. Miss Gilbert looked as if she were deciding what could be improved before lunch. In that, I was actually quite right.

“You will address madam as Miss Gilbert at all times,” Emma said, turning slightly towards me. “Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said, then remembered. “Yes, Emma.”

Emma’s mouth twitched. Miss Gilbert did not seem amused.

“He will address me directly,” she said.

I swallowed. “Yes, Miss Gilbert.”

“Better. Come here, please.”

I moved towards her, very aware of the robe, my bare feet, and the fact that the salon was far too bright for a person who had not yet decided whether he wanted to exist. Miss Gilbert reached out and took my chin between her fingers. Not roughly, but without asking. She turned my face slightly to one side, then the other. Her fingers were cool and dry.

“Well,” she said, “let’s have a proper look.” I did not know whether to close my mouth, open it, stand straighter, relax or apologise. I settled on standing still, which seemed safest. “Facial structure is better than I expected,” she said. That was a strange thing to hear before breakfast had properly settled.

Emma stood quietly near the door.

Miss Gilbert turned my face again. “Soft jaw, not too heavy. Cheekbones present but not really well defined. Mouth…mmmm. Brows need work. Nose acceptable. Chin could be softened visually. Fillers would help, especially through the cheeks and lips. Nothing permanent at this stage. Enough to shift the impression.”

I tried not to react to the word lips.

“Size and body shape?” Emma asked.

“Suitable,” Miss Gilbert said. “Slight. Narrow shoulders. No major issue there.”

It is odd how quickly a person can become an object of discussion while still standing in the room. I wanted to object and ask what exactly counted as an issue, but Emma had told me not to argue, and Miss Gilbert looked as if she might enjoy answering in a way I would regret.

Miss Gilbert released my chin.

“You may leave him with me,” she said.

Emma curtseyed again.

“I’ll return at one, Miss Gilbert.”

“One precisely.”

“Yes, Miss Gilbert.”

Emma looked at me before she left. Her expression was kind, but not reassuring enough. “Listen carefully,” she said. “Do as you’re told.” Then she went out through the frosted glass door, and I was alone with Miss Gilbert.

The salon seemed much quieter without Emma in it. The lighting hummed faintly. Somewhere behind the walls, perhaps above us, I could hear a slight banging. Miss Gilbert crossed to one of the trolleys and checked something on a tablet, then looked back at me.

“Some of the preparations this morning will be intimate,” she said. “Some will be embarrassing. None of them will be treated as optional. You have agreed to a trial under Miss McFadden’s terms. I assume that has been explained to you.”

“Yes, Miss Gilbert.”

“There will be injections. They are temporary treatments, not permanent cosmetic procedures. Their effects will wear off in time. I am telling you this now so that you cannot later claim you were misled.”

I felt my mouth go dry.

“Injections where?”

She gave me a stern look. “We will come to that. Do you understand that the treatments are temporary and reversible over time?” she asked.

“Yes, Miss Gilbert.”

“And do you understand that the purpose today is preparation for feminisation, not entertainment?”

“Yes, Miss Gilbert.”

“Good. Take off the robe and lie on the treatment table.”

For a moment I thought I had misheard her.

I had not. She waited. The robe suddenly felt much thinner than it had before. I looked at the treatment table, then at the frosted glass door, then at Miss Gilbert, who did not look as if she had ever changed her mind because a young man blushed.

“You do not have anything that I have not seen before, young man.”

I untied the belt. My hands were clumsy, and that made everything worse. The knot seemed to tighten out of spite before I managed to loosen it. I slipped the robe from my shoulders and folded it over my arm because I did not know where to put it. Miss Gilbert took it from me and placed it on a chair without comment.

I climbed naked onto the treatment table and lay down. The padded surface was warm which was a relief. Miss Gilbert adjusted the light above me. It brightened, and I turned my eyes away.

“Stay still,” she said.

Beside the table was a trolley with a metal bowl attached to an electrical unit. There were spatulas, strips, gloves, cloths, bottles and jars arranged with exact care. I watched her put on gloves and test the mixture in the bowl.

“This is sugaring,” she said. “It will remove the hair cleanly. It is not pleasant, but it is effective. We will begin with the face and work down. You will keep still. If you need a pause, you will ask properly.”

I managed, “Yes, Miss Gilbert.”

She began with my face.

I will not pretend it was comfortable. It was not. It stung, pulled and made my eyes water in a way I could not hide. Miss Gilbert worked quickly and without unnecessary conversation. She did not fuss or apologise. She told me when to turn my head, when to hold still, when to breathe, and once, when I flinched too sharply, she placed a hand on my shoulder and said, “If you move it will hurt more.”

That was good advice and I was completely unable to follow it.

She moved from my face to my neck, then my shoulders, chest, arms, underarms, stomach and legs. The process became a blur of heat, pressure, sting, cloth, lotion and instruction. I learned that my body contained many areas capable of taking offence. I also learned that embarrassment changes over time. At first it is sharp and hot, a panic in the face. Later, if it goes on long enough, it becomes almost exhausting. You cannot stay at the same level of shame forever. Eventually you simply lie there and endure the next instruction.

When the epilation became more intimate, I stared at the ceiling and tried to remove myself from the room in my mind. That did not work very well. Miss Gilbert remained brisk, clinical and uninterested in my dignity except as something that needed managing.

The sense of her picking up my thing by the foreskin and working the last few hairs away from my balls and between my legs is something I am never likely to forget. Then it got worse. She told me to turn over and began work on the soft downy hairs on my lower back, then she finished by spreading my cheeks and waxing there too.

By the time she finished, I felt raw, light and strangely unfamiliar to myself. I was also nearly in tears with the humiliation of it.

Then she moved to my eyebrows, standing near the top of my head and peering down at me. That was almost worse in its own way because I could see the tweezers. She shaped carefully, occasionally stepping back to study my face before returning to pluck another hair with a precision that did nothing to make me feel any better.

When all that was done, she gave me a bottle of cream and instructed me to massage it into every part of my body. I did so, and was grateful for its cooling effect.

The injections came next.

Miss Gilbert explained them again, calmly, as if she were describing a change of clothing. Temporary. Reversible over time. Part of my ‘feminine’ presentation. One to improve the chest slightly. One to soften the throat and voice. Not permanent surgery. She asked again whether I understood. I said yes because I did understand, at least in the factual sense. Understanding did not make the tray of prepared needles any friendlier.

The injections were not agony, but they were unpleasant in a way that made me tense from my toes to my jaw. She worked around my chest first, then at the throat with even greater care. I lay still because she told me to, and because the thought of moving while a needle was near my throat was enough to turn obedience into common sense. When she was done, she placed a small pad against the final point and held it there.

“Your voice may feel odd for about 24 hours” she said. “Do not force it. Speak normally when required.”

“Yes, Miss Gilbert.”

The words came out slightly strained. She gave a small nod, though whether at my answer or her work, I did not know.

Miss Gilbert opened a drawer in the trolley and removed a small metal device with a lock. My stomach tightened so sharply I almost sat up.

“Stay where you are,” she said.

I stayed. She explained it in the same practical voice she had used for everything else. Hygiene. Cleaning. Fit. The need to report discomfort. The importance of not interfering with it. The fact that Miss McFadden would hold authority over its use during my training. I didn’t quite know what that meant just then but I would soon find out.

The cage slipped over my small cock and hooked around my balls, the metal cool and smooth. She adjusted it slightly, pulling it into shape as if she was a chef trying to fill a cake tin.

When the small lock clicked shut, the sound seemed louder than it could possibly have been. Miss Gilbert held up the key briefly, then placed it in a labelled envelope.

“You will be careful with hygiene,” she said. “The area is to be cleaned at least twice daily, and any discomfort must be reported. Embarrassment is not a medical reason. Pain is. Learn the difference.”

My face was burning.

“Yes, Miss Gilbert.”

She stepped back and removed her gloves.

“You may stand.”

It took a moment. My legs felt peculiar when my feet met the floor. Not weak exactly, but uncertain. The air touched my skin differently. Everything did. My arms, chest, legs, stomach, even the movement of the air seemed to notice me. I looked down and saw smooth skin where there had been hair that morning, and for a second I felt almost dizzy. The metal cage hung with slightly more weight between my legs and I realised that it was not going to be something I could easily forget. Maybe that was the point.

Miss Gilbert handed me the robe. I put it back on. The difference was immediate. The silk against my newly smooth skin felt nothing like it had upstairs. Before, it had been soft. Now it was almost too soft, slipping over me with every small movement, finding places the hair had once blurred. The robe seemed lighter, cooler, more intimate. The chastity device was still noticeable too, not painful, but present. Odd. Unavoidable. A small, constant fact beneath the silk.

Miss Gilbert watched my face.

“You will get used to it,” she said. I had no answer to that. She turned one of the salon chairs away from the mirror.

“Sit.”

The chair was comfortable, padded and deep, the sort of chair meant for someone who was used to fine things. Miss Gilbert wheeled another trolley beside me. This one had some needles arranged in sterile packaging, along with bottles, wipes and a tray that made my stomach tighten all over again.

“These are dermal fillers,” she said. “Temporary as well. Carefully placed they help define structure. You will feel pressure and pinching. Do not move.”

I opened my mouth and then closed it again. I figured the worst had been done to me already. My skin still tingled slightly from the sugaring and I wondered how long that would last.

She worked on my cheeks first, then the line of my jaw. The injections were tiny but persistent, and after a while I felt as if my face had been punctured to death by a very calm wasp. It made me feel a little sick in the stomach. Miss Gilbert’s concentration was absolute. She would angle my chin, study me, make another small adjustment, then move again. There was no vanity in it. No excitement. She treated my face like a canvas, studying me with an unsentimental eye.

When she reached my lips, I gripped the arms of the chair.

“Relax your mouth,” she said.

The lips were the worst, partly because they were sensitive and partly because I could not avoid thinking about what she was doing. Changing the shape of my mouth felt strangely personal. More personal than the cheeks, more personal even than the jaw. It was not simply that she was adding fullness. It was that she was altering the part of my face that spoke, smiled, lied and exaggerated.

By the time she finished, my lips felt swollen.  She did not let me look.

“Hair,” she said.

My hair had grown longer than usual because I had not been able to afford a barber and had not wanted to ask my mother for money. I was intending to get it cut when I got an interview but that never happened. Miss Gilbert seemed to consider this one of my few useful contributions. She washed it at a basin, added a little colour, then cut and shaped it while I sat facing away from the mirror. I watched the dark pieces fall onto the cape and tried not to feel as if small parts of Colin were being swept away by degrees.

She did not make it dramatically feminine. That came later, in other ways. She softened it, feathered it, brought it forward around my face and made it look deliberate rather than neglected. It began to sit differently. That was the strange part. The hair I had considered messy and overdue for cutting became part of something else once someone with skill decided what it should do.

Then she pierced my ears.

I had not expected that, though I should have. I had seen earrings in the wardrobe, small boxes on the vanity table, Emma’s neat studs glinting when she turned her head. Miss Gilbert marked the points, cleaned my ears, told me not to flinch, and did both quickly. The sharpness made me gasp despite myself. She inserted small gold studs and turned my head to check them.

“Good,” she said.

My ears throbbed.

We weren’t quite finished, of course. Next came my hands. I had never thought much about my hands. They were not large, but they were plain, with bitten nails and roughness around the edges. Miss Gilbert filed, cleaned, prepared, shaped and worked with a concentration that made me embarrassed for every time I had treated them carelessly. Then she applied a gel to lengthen the nails. Not long claws, not yet, but tapered and neat, extending the fingers in a way that changed them immediately. Finally, she applied a soft pink varnish.

When I flexed my fingers, the nails caught the light. They made my hands look narrower, more careful, less blunt.

“Do not bite them,” Miss Gilbert said.

“No, Miss Gilbert.”

She continued to my feet after that, though not with polish yet. Filing, smoothing, practical care, as if every part of me had to be made ready before anyone would consider clothing me properly. By then I had stopped trying to guess what would happen next. The morning had become a sequence of instructions and sensations: sit, turn, hold still, lift your chin, relax, breathe, do not move, stand, sit again.

Finally, she applied makeup.

Light makeup, she said. Only enough to define my face. I did not know what that meant, but I sat still while she worked around my eyes and mouth. Brushes, pencils, a soft pressure at the lids, colour at the lips, a light touch that somehow did more than I expected.

Miss Gilbert stepped back. For a moment she looked at me without speaking.

Then she said, “Do you want to see?”

I wanted to say no because now I was quite scared. What I said was, “Yes, Miss Gilbert.”

My voice sounded different. It rose a little and then came down again.  There was a softness there, or perhaps I only imagined it because she had told me not to force it. The words felt lighter in my throat.

Miss Gilbert put one hand on the back of the chair and turned it towards the mirror.

I saw myself.

For a second, I did not understand the face looking back. That is the most honest way to put it. I knew it was me because mirrors are not magic, however much old hotels try to suggest otherwise. My cheeks were fuller, not round exactly, but softer. My jaw no longer looked as angular. My eyebrows had opened my eyes. My hair, darker and feathered around my face, made everything seem more consciously feminine. The little gold studs caught the light when I moved.

Then I looked at my lips.

They changed everything. They were fuller, shaped, feminine in a way I could not dismiss as a trick of the light. The softness had been encouraged, made visible, given a gloss and a shape. I raised one hand without thinking and touched my fingertips to my lips. The nails flashed in the mirror.

I wanted to laugh. I wanted to look away. It was a bizarre transformation but it looked so natural I couldn’t not deny what I was seeing. That was the moment that I realised what I had got myself into and for the first time I saw how I compared to Emma and what was to come.

A knock came at the frosted glass door. Miss Gilbert turned. “Come in.” The door opened, and Emma stepped into the salon carrying a careful bundle of black satin, white fabric, folded lingerie and a pair of shoes. She stopped when she saw me.

Not for long. Only a second.

Her face softened into a smile. “Oh, my,” she said.


The Maid’s Uniform

Emma looked a little tearful when she laid the clothes out.

That was the first thing I noticed, even before the dress itself. She came into the salon carrying everything folded carefully over her arms, with the shoes hanging from one hand, and for a moment she seemed almost too emotional to speak.

Her eyes looked a little brighter than usual, and there was a softness about her mouth that had not been there when she brought me to Miss Gilbert. I did not know whether she was pleased for me, sorry for me, reminded of herself, or simply aware that she was setting out the things that would take away whatever remained of Colin Mercer.

She spread the clothing on the treatment table with great care, smoothing each item as though it mattered how it was introduced to me. It certainly looked as if it did. The dress was black and white satin, neatly made, with puffed white sleeves, a fitted bodice and a skirt that looked full even lying flat. Beside it she laid a white satin apron, folded so precisely that the bow strings were tucked in like ribbon at a christening. There was a stiff lace underskirt, black satin panties with little frills at the back and a small rose sewn on the front, a black corset with hooks and dangling garter straps, a pair of stockings fine enough to catch the light, and black patent court shoes that I had noticed in the wardrobe upstairs and tried not to think about too much.

The wardrobe had contained possibilities, which are easy to dismiss when they are hanging in rows and not being spoken about directly. This was a single outfit, complete and unavoidable. It had been chosen for me. It had shape, weight, order and purpose. It was not fancy dress. It was a uniform waiting to be put on.

Emma looked at me and said quietly, “This is what you will wear from now on.”

Miss Gilbert stood nearby with the same practical expression she had worn all morning. She looked from the clothing to me and said, “Let us begin.”

I was still in the robe, and suddenly I was very aware of it again. It had become a kind of shelter over the course of the morning, thin as it was. It was the last soft barrier between me and whatever came next. When Miss Gilbert told me to take it off, I felt a fresh blush rise up even though she had already seen all of me and far more than I had ever intended.

“You may remove the robe now,” she said.

I untied it and let it slip away. Was I utterly defeated at that moment? I’m not sure. I was certainly in a daze, not least because of the way I suddenly looked more like a girl than I ever thought I would.

This time there was less fumbling, which was not a point of pride so much as a sign that the morning had worn me down. I stood there while Emma folded the robe over the back of the chair. The air of the salon touched my smooth skin in a different way now. Every part of me seemed newly aware of light, temperature and movement. Even standing still felt like my whole body was alive with some sort of kinetic energe. The little cage between my legs was impossible to forget. It had settled as an odd, metal fact, not painful exactly, but present enough that every shift of weight reminded me of it.

Emma picked up the panties first.

They were bikini style briefs. Black satin, soft and faintly glossy, with little frilled layers across the back and the tiny rose motif at the front. She held them open for me and said, “Step in carefully.”

Pulling them up was a strange experience from the first touch. The satin slid over my legs and hips with that same cool, smooth intimacy the robe had had, but closer, more exact. The panties sat lightly and neatly, but there was still the question of the cage. I stopped with my hands at my waist, not knowing what to do next.

Emma must have seen my face because she came closer and spoke in a lower voice.

“I’ll show you.”

She did not make a fuss. She simply explained, in practical terms, how to arrange things so the cage sat as comfortably as possible between my legs and the line beneath the satin remained neat. Her tone was matter-of-fact, like someone explaining how to button a collar properly. Even so, I was blushing so hard that my face felt hot enough to boil the mirrors.

“There,” she said, once she was satisfied. “That’s better. It’ll feel strange at first, but it sits more easily once everything is in place.”

I looked down. The panties made no effort to meet me halfway. They were feminine, unmistakably so, and now I seemed to have a gap between my legs. I could feel the cage lodged there, barely visible and noticed only by me.

Miss Gilbert picked up the corset.

“Arms up.”

I obeyed, and Emma wrapped it around me. It was black, firm and beautifully made, with little metal hooks at the front and loose lacing at the back. The inside was smoother than I expected, lined in a material that did not scratch, and when Emma fastened the front busk, I felt the garment settle around my waist and chest with serious purpose.

Then she moved behind me and began tightening the laces.

That was a sensation I had not been prepared for at all. Not because it hurt. It did not, not really. But the gradual drawing-in of the corset changed my shape one tug at a time. I could feel the pressure gathering around my waist, the support under my chest, the straightening effect through my back. Emma was efficient but not rough. She tightened, paused, adjusted, then tightened again. I breathed in and felt the corset answer.

“Not too tight for now,” she said.

Miss Gilbert glanced at my profile. “Enough to teach the body.”

When I relaxed, Emma gave the laces a final pull and tied them off. The corset was snug, firm and strangely reassuring. I had expected pain and breathlessness, but what I felt instead was containment. My waist seemed more defined immediately. My shoulders wanted to settle back. Slouching no longer felt possible. Even my hands wanted somewhere proper to be.

“It helps posture,” Emma said, as if reading my thoughts.

“Yes,” I said, then heard my own voice and paused. It still had that lighter quality in the throat. Not false exactly, but altered.

While I stood there, I felt a faint tingling through my chest. It was subtle, almost easy to dismiss, like pins and needles after lying awkwardly, except it stayed. I wondered if it was the injection Miss Gilbert had administered, beginning to do whatever it was meant to do, or whether I was simply becoming so aware of my own body that every sensation seemed like a scream.

I tried not to think about it too much. Emma brought over a small stool. “Sit down.”

I sat, carefully this time because the corset encouraged care whether I wanted it or not. Emma handed me the stockings. They were black and sheer, with a soft sheen that caught against the salon lights. Up close they looked finer than anything I had ever worn, delicate and expensive and absurdly far away from the socks I had woken up in that morning.

“Roll them first,” Emma said. “Like this.”

She demonstrated with one, gathering the fabric neatly so it could be guided over the foot without snagging. Then she handed it to me.

I copied her as best I could. My new nails made me more cautious. I was afraid of tearing the stocking, and I could almost feel Miss Gilbert waiting in case I did. I rolled it over my foot, then eased it over my ankle and up my calf. The sensation was immediate and difficult to describe without sounding foolish. The stocking was cool at first, then close and smooth, hugging the skin that had only recently been stripped bare. Every inch of it made me aware of the shape of my legs. By the time I had it over my knee and up my thigh, my heart was beating far too fast for someone merely dressing.

Emma watched closely as I gathered the second stocking. When both were on, she made me stand an attached the garter clips. With the nails it proved more difficult but I finally managed it.

“There,” she said. “Stand a moment.”

I stood and looked down. The stockings changed the whole look of my legs. My feet seemed smaller somehow, my thighs more definite. The sheen of the fabric and the little tension of the garters made the whole arrangement feel finished in a way that frightened me. I noticed my hands. The nails glimmered softly under the salon lights.

The underskirt came next.

Emma held it open, and I stepped into it. It was stiff lace, light but structured, and when she pulled it up into place over the corset I felt at once how different it was from ordinary clothing. It came to about mid-thigh and sat out slightly from the body, held by its own crispness. When I moved, the lace brushed and tickled the tops of my legs. It had a faint scent of lavender, clean and old-fashioned and oddly exciting. I had never worn anything that announced its own presence so clearly. It did not simply sit there. It rustled.

“You’ll get used to that sound,” Emma said, probably because she saw me react.

Then came the dress.

Emma lifted it with both hands, and for a moment it seemed almost ceremonial. The black satin caught the light in deep, rich folds. The white puffed sleeves looked soft and delicate. There was weight to it, but not heaviness. It was the sort of garment made to settle properly when put on, not simply dragged over the body like a shirt.

I stepped into the dress and she pushed the underskirt through. I put my arms through the sleeves, and she guided the dress over me. That was the moment, I think, when my masculinity seemed to drain away most sharply. I do not say that lightly. There had been plenty of humiliations already that morning, plenty of physical changes, plenty of moments that should have mattered more. But the dress was different. It took everything else and left nothing of the old me.

The satin slid over the corset and underskirt and settled against me with a smooth, almost delicious certainty. That is the only honest word. It settled. The fitted bodice shaped itself over the lines the corset had created. The skirt found the little fullness of the underskirt and hung correctly at once. The sleeves brushed my arms lightly. The whole garment seemed to know exactly what it wanted from the body inside it.

Emma zipped it up from behind.

I felt the closure travel up my back, drawing the dress into place. The skirt sat just above my knee, modest by the standards of some things I had seen in the wardrobe, but short enough that I could feel the stockings and the ends of the garters beneath. The dress held me differently from the robe or even the corset. It did not merely touch me. It redefined me.

“There,” Emma said softly.

I turned my head and caught sight of myself in one of the mirrors. For a second, I thought the person in it must be Emma or someone standing behind me. Then I realised it was me. There was hardly any obvious sign of Colin left at all.

That is what shocked me. Not that I looked feminine. I had already seen the face Miss Gilbert had made. But the dress connected the face to a body and gave the whole thing a coherence that the robe had not. My waist looked narrower. My legs looked longer. The black satin, the white sleeves, the line of the skirt, the fitted bodice, all of it worked together. I could still see fear in the face, and uncertainty, and the slightly wide-eyed expression of someone walking through his own dream against his better judgement. But I could not see the boy from the London flat.

Emma tied the apron around my waist. It was white satin, crisp and smooth, and she made a real business of it, drawing the ties evenly, settling the front, then moving behind me to create the bow. I felt her fingers work patiently at the knot. She stepped back, frowned slightly, untied it and did it again, this time with a neatness that seemed to please her. Then she smoothed the sides of the dress, adjusted the sleeves, checked the lay of the apron and made the smallest little tugs here and there that somehow improved the whole effect.

I stood very still while she did it.

That was partly because I did not know what else to do, but also because moving suddenly seemed vulgar. The clothes encouraged stillness. They demanded a better standard of movement than I possessed. Even breathing felt more visible in them.

My eyes went to the shoes. They had been waiting on the floor beside the stool all this time, black patent court shoes with four-inch heels that shone under the salon lights. They looked impossible.

Emma picked them up and brought them over.

“One at a time,” she said.

I sat again and lifted a foot. My nails flashed as I steadied the shoe. The inside was smoother and softer than I expected, with a faint smell of polish and leather. Emma helped guide my foot in, then the other. When both were on, they looked absurdly right and utterly unmanageable.

I stood. Immediately I reached for Emma. She let me hold her arm without comment.

The heels tilted me forward just enough to throw my whole sense of balance. My calves tightened, my knees wanted to behave strangely, and the cage between my legs suddenly seemed even more noticeable because every part of my body was trying to renegotiate its position.

“Stand still,” Emma said.

“I’m trying.”

“I know. Hands clasped in front.”

I let go of her arm reluctantly and brought my hands together in front of my apron, wavering slightly.

The posture changed everything again. The corset held my back, the dress held my body, the stockings and heels directed my legs, and the clasped hands completed it. I could not have slouched in that moment if someone had offered me money. Emma stepped back beside Miss Gilbert, and both of them looked at me in silence for a few seconds that felt much longer.

Miss Gilbert tilted her head slightly.

“Not so improbable after all,” she said.

I looked at myself in the full-length mirror.

There I was. No, that is wrong. There she was.

The shock of it hit me all over again, harder this time because the heels forced a particular stance and the apron gave the whole thing its final note of service. The face was feminised enough already that it belonged with the dress. The feathered hair framed my cheeks and the softened jaw. The fuller lips changed the expression to something almost seductive. The little gold studs glimmered at my ears. The black satin panties, corset, stockings, underskirt, dress, apron and heels had taken the suggestion Miss Gilbert had just made and silently finished the sentence.

If someone had walked in at that moment without context, they would not have seen a young man playing dress-up. They would have seen a girl in a maid’s uniform standing a little stiffly in a salon, eyes too wide and heart beating too quickly.

In fact, my heart was beating so hard I could hear it.

I do not know how long I stared. A few seconds, perhaps. An eternity. Long enough for the reflection to stop being a trick. My eyes looked huge in the mirror. My lips were slightly parted. I looked startled, vulnerable, and, to my horror, entirely plausible.

Miss Gilbert came to stand beside me, not close enough to touch, but near enough that I saw her white tunic reflected next to the black and white satin of the uniform.

“From now on,” she said, “you will answer to the name Sophie.”

I looked at her in the mirror.

“You are a girl,” she said, in the same calm, firm tone she had used for every other instruction that morning, “and you will learn to act like a girl. Do you understand?”

There was a pause. Not because I was deciding whether to obey. By then I knew the answer to that before the question had finished. The pause came because something in me had to catch up with the name.

Sophie. It did not sound absurd in that room. That was perhaps the most frightening part of all.

“Yes, Miss Gilbert,” I said.

The voice that came out was distinctly feminine.

Not exaggerated. Just softer, lighter and unmistakably that of the girl in the mirror rather than the boy who had arrived at Lockhurst in the rain. I heard it, and Emma heard it, and Miss Gilbert heard it, and there was no way to pretend otherwise.

Emma gave a small sound then. “There,” she said quietly.


Sophie Begins

Emma told me it was time for lunch as if lunch still belonged to ordinary life.

I was standing in the basement salon in a black and white satin maid’s uniform, four-inch heels, stockings, corset, false nails, pierced ears, a softened face, fuller lips, and a name I had only just been told to answer to.

Lunch sounded too absurdly normal. People who had lunch knew who they were. They had pockets, phones, ordinary shoes, bank cards, and the right to sit down without wondering whether their skirt would rise and reveal a little too much stocking.

“You’ll feel better once you’ve eaten,” Emma said.

I looked at myself in the mirror again because I could not seem to stop doing that. Sophie looked back, wide-eyed and pale under the light makeup, the black satin dress holding her body in a way Colin’s clothes never had.

The white apron sat neatly at her waist. The stockings made her legs seem longer and more deliberate. The shoes were still a problem, though. They looked wonderful in the mirror but felt like a legal hazard.

“I’m not sure food is the main issue,” I said.

My voice came out soft at first, then dipped strangely on the last word. I heard it and flinched. Emma heard it too, of course. “Don’t worry about that,” she said. “Your voice will be strange today.”

“I sound like a drunk.”

“It will settle.” She smiled, but there was sympathy in it. “Come on. Mrs Clarke will undoubtedly gush, and we may as well get that over with.”

That made my stomach tighten for a completely new reason. Being seen by Miss Gilbert had been one sort of ordeal. Miss Gilbert was clinical. She had looked at me as a collection of features, shapes and procedures and nothing else. Emma was kind, but Emma had been part of the transformation and therefore belonged inside it.

Mrs Clarke was different. Mrs Clarke had seen me the night before as Colin, tired and hungry in travel clothes, eating soup at her kitchen table. Now I was about to walk back into that kitchen as Sophie.

Emma must have seen the panic cross my face because she stepped closer and adjusted the edge of my apron.

“She’ll be kind,” she said.

“That might make things worse.”

“Yes. It might.” She said that so plainly I almost laughed, which was probably what she intended.

We left the salon and walked towards the lift. Every step had to be thought about. The heels changed the whole arrangement of my body. The corset kept me upright, the stockings slid against each other, the underskirt rustled, and the cage made itself known in a way that was not painful but refused to become background. The dress moved with me, not loosely but with a sort of disciplined rhythm, and I was painfully aware that I did not yet know how to move well enough for it.

“Smaller steps,” Emma whispered. I shortened my stride. “Better,” she said. “Let the skirt move. Don’t fight it. Try to just feel it and let go.”

“That feels impossible.”

“And if we run into Fran, you address her as Miss Jones.” I turned my head too quickly and nearly lost balance. Emma caught my elbow. “Careful.”

“Miss Jones?”

“That is her surname.”

“I thought she was just Fran.”

“To Mrs Clarke, sometimes. To me, when she isn’t putting on airs. To you, she is Miss Jones.”

“Why?”

“Because she will expect it. Because Mistress would expect it. And because if you forget, Fran will enjoy reminding you.”

That sounded about right from what little I had seen of Fran.

“She’s not senior staff, is she?” I asked.

Emma gave me a look. “She is Miss McFadden’s assistant.”

“That doesn’t answer the question.”

“It answers enough of it.”

I tried walking again, slower this time, and Emma nodded as if I had managed something small but worth noticing.

“You will be respectful,” she said. “No clever remarks. No faces. If she tells you to do something simple, you do it.”

As Colin, I had used jokes to wriggle away from discomfort. A weak joke could turn embarrassment into something else. Sophie did not seem to have that luxury. The uniform, the makeup, the heels and the name all seemed to be wrapped in unquestioning service.

The lift arrived. Emma stepped in first, and I followed with a little click of heels that sounded ridiculously loud in the small space. The doors closed, and the polished metal gave us back a dim reflection. Emma stood easily, one hand resting lightly in front of her apron. I stood beside her in the same kind of uniform and looked like someone trying to remember how bones and muscles worked.

She looked at me in the reflection. “How do you feel?”

I did not have to think about the answer.

“I feel exposed,” I said, except the sentence did not behave.

The first word came out light, almost feminine. The second wavered upward. The third cracked in the middle and dropped into something closer to my old voice before rising again at the end. It was so odd that I laughed before I could stop myself, and the laugh was no better. It started too high, turned into a nervous little break, and ended with a cough.

I swallowed carefully. My throat did feel strange, not sore exactly but altered, as if I had to learn the route words took before they left my mouth.

“You’re sure this will settle?” I asked.

“It should. Miss Gilbert said not to force it. Don’t try to make it higher, and don’t try to drag it back down. Let it do what it does.”

“That is not as easy as it sounds.”

The lift opened near the kitchen level, and the smell reached us before the sound did. Butter, herbs, warm bread, something grilled, something clean and green. My stomach, which had spent most of the morning under control, suddenly remembered it existed.

Mrs Clarke was in the kitchen, busy at the range, with sleeves rolled and apron tied, moving between pans as if the whole place belonged to her by natural law. She had a cloth over one shoulder and a look of concentration on her face. The kitchen was warm, bright and practical after the polished intensity of the salon.

Emma cleared her throat. Mrs Clarke turned. For a second she did not speak. Then her face opened in delight.

“Oh, look at you,” she said. “Look at you, love.”

There was no way to survive that without blushing. I felt it rise instantly, hot under the makeup, and I hated that I could see how pleased she was to have caused it.

Emma smiled. “I said you’d gush.”

“And why shouldn’t I? She looks lovely.”

She. Again. It was starting to happen so often that the word did not shock me each time, but it still struck somewhere deep. I stood there in the kitchen doorway, hands clasped in front of my apron, and felt seen in a way that was almost unbearable. Mrs Clarke’s approval was practical, warm and unguarded. It also made me want to hide under the table.

Mrs Clarke came closer and looked me over from head to shoes. “Pretty as a picture,” she said. “Bit scared around the eyes, mind, but that’s to be expected. Those heels treating you badly already?”

“They’re not exactly practical,” I said. My voice rose on friendly and cracked slightly.

Mrs Clarke’s eyebrows lifted. “Sit down, both of you. I’ve done salmon.”

Sitting down was now complicated. Emma showed me with a slight gesture, and I followed her example: turn, smooth the skirt lightly, sit without dropping into the chair, knees together, ankles arranged, hands in lap. It felt ridiculous to think so hard about a chair, but the clothes demanded it. The corset would not allow me to slump. The skirt rose at the slightest movement, which I suppose was the point. The heels made even resting my feet a matter of balance.

Mrs Clarke set plates in front of us. Grilled salmon, new potatoes, salad, a little dressing on the side. It looked simple and perfect, and suddenly I was hungry in a way I had not expected to be. The salmon was hot and flaky, the potatoes buttery, the salad crisp and sharp. I ate carefully, conscious of lipstick, apron, corset and Emma’s quiet glance every time I lifted the fork too quickly.

“Small bites,” she murmured.

I lowered my eyes to the plate and took a smaller bite as instructed.

Mrs Clarke moved around the kitchen, talking as she worked. She asked Emma whether Miss Gilbert had been in a mood. Emma said Miss Gilbert was always in a mood, but never without purpose. Mrs Clarke asked whether I had cried. Emma said, “Not quite,” which was both kind and humiliating because it was accurate. Mrs Clarke asked if the dress fitted properly, if the corset was too tight, whether I had eaten enough breakfast, whether my feet were already aching, and whether Miss McFadden had called.

“She rang reception this morning,” Emma said. “Fran took it.”

Mrs Clarke made a small noise at that.

“What?” I asked before I could stop myself.

Mrs Clarke looked at me. “Nothing for you to worry about, love.”

That phrase was clearly hotel language for plenty, but not yet. Lunch might almost have become comfortable if Fran had not appeared.

She was wearing a pale blouse and dark skirt, her hair tied back and her expression as neat and sharp as the rest of her. She stopped just inside the kitchen and looked at me.

“Well,” she said. “There she is.”

The kitchen seemed to tighten around those words. I put down my knife and fork.

Fran walked closer, eyes moving over my hair, face, uniform, stockings and shoes. She did not smile. Her look was not like Mrs Clarke’s warmth or Miss Gilbert’s clinical assessment. Fran looked as if she were measuring how much of the hotel’s work had taken hold and how much of Colin still needed pushing down.

“Stand up,” she said.

My first instinct was to look at Emma. Emma did not move. So I stood, carefully, pushing the chair back and bringing my hands to the front of the apron.

“Yes, Miss Jones.”

That pleased her. I saw it, even though she kept her face mostly still. “Turn around.”

“Yes, Miss Jones.”

I turned slowly. The heels made it more difficult than it should have been. The skirt shifted and settled, the underskirt rustled, and I felt horribly aware of being examined from behind. When I faced her again, Fran tilted her head.

“Better than I expected.”

“Thank you, Miss Jones.” Mrs Clarke made a sound behind me, something between a snort and a laugh, but Fran ignored it. “You have a week,” Fran said. “The Winter season opens properly in a week, and guests will not care that you are new. They will expect a maid who knows what she is doing.”

“Yes, Miss Jones.”

“Let’s hope you learn quickly.”

“Yes, Miss Jones.”

Her eyes stayed on mine for a moment too long. She enjoyed that, I think. Not in a silly way. Fran was not clumsy enough to gloat openly. She enjoyed the control of making me stand, turn and answer. She enjoyed how little room I had to resist in the uniform, with Emma and Mrs Clarke present and Miss McFadden’s rules hanging invisibly over all of us.

Then Fran glanced at Emma.

“Miss McFadden called again. She will telephone this evening. She asked whether Sophie had been presented.”

Emma said, “Not formally. Miss Gilbert has completed the first stage.”

Fran looked back at me.

“First stage,” she repeated.

That did not make me feel better.

Mrs Clarke said, “Anything else, Fran?”

“Miss McFadden said preparations for the front bedrooms are to continue tomorrow. She wants the guest wing ready to review by Friday.”

“It’ll be done.”

“I should hope so.”

Mrs Clarke looked up properly then. “Careful. You’ll get dizzy standing that high above the rest of us.”

Fran smiled. “I’ll risk it.”

Then she left as suddenly as she had arrived. I sat down again, slowly. Mrs Clarke shook her head. “That one’s getting a bit too big for her boots.”

Emma returned to her salmon and did not comment. I looked between them. “She’s close to Miss McFadden?”

Mrs Clarke’s hands paused for the briefest moment before she reached for a pan. “She’d like to be closer than she is,” she said.

Emma said, “Mrs Clarke.”

“What? I didn’t say anything improper.”

That made me more curious, not less. There was clearly something there, though I could not have said what. Fran admired Miss McFadden, that much seemed obvious. Whether Miss McFadden was mentoring her, training her, using her, indulging her, or all of those things at once was harder to tell. I was beginning to learn that relationships inside the Winter Tide were rarely as simple as they looked from the doorway.

Mrs Clarke put a jug of water on the table.

“What are you two girls up to this afternoon?”

Girls. I looked down at my plate.

Emma answered, “Deportment.”

Mrs Clarke grinned. “Good. She’ll need it.”

“I’m sitting right here,” I said.

“I know, love. Sit prettier.”

I did, because apparently that was my life now.

After lunch, I needed the toilet. I had been trying not to think about that particular problem, but the body is rude enough to carry on having ordinary needs even during extraordinary humiliation. I shifted in the chair, aware of the corset, the panties, the cage, the garters, the skirt, the apron, the stockings, the heels and the fact that every layer had been put on with rules attached.

Emma noticed.

“Do you need the restroom?”

I felt my face warm. “Yes.”

“Come with me.” She led me out of the kitchen and down a short corridor to the staff ladies’ room. I stopped outside the door, and she looked back at me as if waiting for the thought to catch up. “You use this one now.”

“I realised.”

“Always sit down to pee. Lift the skirt carefully, lower your underwear properly, keep the fabric clear, sit, and pat yourself dry when you’ve finished. Do not rush.”

“Emma.”

“I’m not trying to shame you. I’m teaching you how to manage the clothes and how to behave like a girl.”

I went into the cubicle.

Everything took longer than it should have. The skirt had to be gathered without creasing it too badly. The underskirt had a life of its own. The panties had to be managed carefully around the cage. The corset made bending awkward. I sat, as instructed, and felt ridiculous and relieved at the same time. The cage made the act strange, almost unfamiliar, and I understood at once why Emma had been so specific.

When I finished, I patted myself dry exactly as she had said.

That small action embarrassed me more than I expected. It was too ordinary, perhaps. Too intimate in a daily way. Miss Gilbert’s salon had been extreme enough that I could almost think of it as something happening to me. This was different. This was a habit being introduced.

I came out of the cubicle and found Emma waiting at the mirror.

“Wash your hands,” she said.

I did, carefully, keeping the nails out of trouble. When I looked up, I saw that my lipstick had worn a little unevenly. The face in the mirror was still Sophie, but now I could see that Sophie required maintenance.

Emma reached into a small pocket hidden in her skirt and took out a lipstick. She uncapped it and held it so I could see the angle. “For day duties, you only repair what is there. Do not make it heavier. Follow the shape Miss Gilbert gave you. Rest your hand against your chin if you need to steady yourself. Small movements.”

She handed it to me.

My hand was shaking.

It seemed absurd that after everything that had happened that morning, a lipstick should feel like the most dangerous object in the hotel. Yet there I was, standing in the ladies’ room in stockings and heels, trying to hold the little tube steadily while Emma watched. My nails made my grip different. My lips looked fuller than I could still quite accept. I leaned towards the mirror and tried to follow the line.

“Don’t press too hard,” Emma said.

The colour went on smoothly, catching at the fullness Miss Gilbert had created. I was too aware of my mouth, of the softness of it, of the way the lipstick made the whole face look even less like Colin. I did the lower lip first, then the top, and pressed them together lightly because that seemed like something women did, though I had no idea if I was doing it properly.

Emma smiled. “Not bad.”

I looked at her in the mirror. She tucked the lipstick back into her skirt pocket. “For ordinary day duties, makeup stays light. Clean skin, neat brows, soft eyes, lips maintained. You should look presentable, pretty and fresh, not made up for a stage.” I nodded. “For formal service,” she continued, “that changes. Dinner service, parties, certain guests, private evenings. Then you’ll learn foundation properly, contour, stronger eyes, setting powder, evening lips, and how to keep the face in place for hours.”

“I have to learn all that?”

“You’ll learn a little at a time,” she said. “Today is only the beginning.”

The room we went to was tucked away behind a pair of plain doors along one of the quieter corridors. Emma opened them and switched on the lights. The room had mirrors along one wall, a hard floor, a barre on one side, and a single upright chair placed in the centre as if it had been waiting for someone like me.

It looked like a cross between a dance studio, an exercise room, and a punishment designed by a finishing school. “This is where I learned,” Emma said.

She closed the doors behind us and stood in front of me, neat and calm in her own uniform. I noticed again the difference between us. Emma wore the maid’s dress as if it had grown around her. I wore mine as if it had recently infected me and I didn’t know what to do.

“We’ll start with walking,” she said.

For the next hour, I discovered how many things were wrong with the way I moved. Emma began with my feet. Weight slightly forward, but not pitching. Knees soft. Do not stomp. Do not take long strides. Do not mince like an actor in a bad comedy. Let one foot come slightly in front of the other, but do not overdo it. Keep the hips natural. Shoulders down. Chin level. Hands quiet. Do not stare at the floor.

The mirrors made everything worse. I saw the mistakes before Emma even pointed them out. Too stiff. Too frightened. Too much effort in the shoulders. Too little control in the feet. When I tried to move more delicately, I became silly. When I tried not to look silly, I became rigid. Emma would stop me, show me, then make me repeat it.

“No, smaller.” I tried again. “Better, but your shoulders have gone up.” I lowered them. “Now you look self-conscious.”

After a while, something began to change. Not dramatically. I did not suddenly become graceful and move like Marilyn Monroe. But the outfit started making more sense. The corset kept my back in place. The heels forced a shorter step. The stockings changed how my legs felt. The underskirt moved beneath the dress with a soft rustle that matched the smaller stride better than my old way of walking. When I fought the clothes, I looked awkward. When I let them guide me, the movement became easier.

I began, very privately and against my better judgement, to like the way the skirt moved against my thighs when I walked properly. I did not tell Emma. She probably knew anyway. Even in such a short time I could feel myself changing.

She taught me how to sit.

I had assumed sitting would be simple. That was optimistic. Emma turned the chair slightly and demonstrated. Approach. Turn. Smooth the skirt lightly from the back without fussing. Sit on the front half of the chair, not collapsing into it. Knees together. Ankles together or crossed neatly, depending on instruction and situation. Hands resting in the lap, or clasped in front if standing again quickly. Do not grip the chair. Do not spread the knees. Do not lean back.

The first time, the skirt caught under me awkwardly. The second time, I sat too stiffly. The third time, I looked down too much. By the fifth or sixth, it began to feel possible.

“Standing,” Emma said. I stood. “No. Not like a man waiting for a bus. Elegantly. Again.”

By then my feet were aching and my patience was thin, but I did it again.

We worked on standing respectfully. Hands clasped in front, not clenched. Shoulders down. Head level. Eyes lowered when appropriate, not permanently fixed to the floor though. Emma explained that a maid should look attentive without staring, modest without looking vacant, ready without looking nervous. I thought that sounded like trying to be four people at once, but I kept that thought to myself.

Then came the curtsey.

Emma’s manner changed slightly. She became more exact, more careful. I had seen her curtsey at the front door when I arrived, and again to Miss Gilbert that morning. Both times, it had looked natural, almost effortless. I suspected it would not feel effortless when I attempted it.

“Curtseys matter here,” she said.

“I’ve gathered.”

“Not in the way you think. They are not decoration. They tell the room that you understand your position.” I looked at her in the mirror.

“Curtseys are for senior staff and guests,” she continued. “In practice, that means almost everyone except me and Mrs Clarke, unless you are told otherwise. Mrs Clarke doesn’t like fuss, and I am training you. Miss Jones receives a curtsey. Miss Gilbert receives a curtsey. Monsieur Francoise receives a curtsey. Guests always receive a curtsey on greeting unless service circumstances make it impossible.”

“What about George?”

“Usually not, unless he is acting in a formal capacity with guests present, or unless Mistress instructs. You will learn the difference.”

Emma moved beside me and adjusted my stance.

“If Mistress McFadden summons you, you knock, wait, enter when told, close the door if appropriate, curtsey, and say, ‘Yes, Mistress McFadden.’ If she gives an instruction, you acknowledge it. If she asks a question, you answer. You do not chatter. You do not explain unless explanation is requested. You do not make a clever remark most of all. You are not a court jester. Guests, particularly the male ones, like a good curtsey,” she said.

“Why?”

“Because it is pretty, respectful and old-fashioned. Because it makes the maid’s role clear. Because it gives them a moment to look at you in a way the hotel has already permitted and which you cannot complain about.”

My face warmed. Emma saw it but did not soften the point. “You will have to get used to being looked at, Sophie.”

“I’m not sure I can.”

She did not answer that directly.

Instead, she took the sides of her skirt lightly between finger and thumb.

“Watch.”

She placed one foot slightly behind the other, lifted the skirt just enough, bent her knees, kept her back straight and lowered her head in one smooth motion. It was not showy. It was not silly. It was perfect, and that somehow made it more embarrassing. The uniform moved exactly as it should. The underskirt gave shape to the dip. The stockings and heels completed the line. When she rose, she returned her hands neatly and stood as if nothing difficult had happened.

“Now you.”

My first attempt was terrible. I lifted the skirt too high, bent too much at the waist, nearly caught one heel behind the other, and rose with the expression of a person who had just avoided injury. Emma did not laugh, which I appreciated more than I could say.

“We’ll break it down.”

Feet first. One foot slightly behind, but not so far that I trapped myself. Weight balanced. Then hands. Thumb and fingers, not fists. Hold the skirt lightly at the sides, just enough to lift the fabric and show the movement. Then the bend. Knees, not waist. Back straight. Head lowered, but not drooping. Eyes lowered. Rise smoothly. Return hands to the front. Pause. Do not wobble.

I wobbled, of course I did.

Emma corrected the angle of my foot, the height of my hands, the depth of the bend, the timing of the head. She made me repeat it again and again. At first I felt ridiculous. Then I became frustrated. Then, eventually, I began to feel the pattern of it. The curtsey was not one movement but several that had to come together. Feet, skirt, knees, head, rise, hands. If I thought about each one separately, I looked mechanical. If I stopped thinking, I forgot something. The trick was somewhere in between.

“Again,” Emma said.

I did it again.

“Better. Not enough skirt.”

Again.

“Too much skirt. You are not flashing your knickers.”

Again.

“Don’t bend from the waist.”

Again.

“Good. Now breathe while doing it.”

That seemed unnecessary until I realised I had been holding my breath all the time. At last, after more attempts than I care to remember, one curtsey felt different. I placed my foot, lifted the skirt, bent, lowered my head and rose without wobbling. It was small and neat and not beautiful, but it did not feel like a fight.

Emma smiled. “That looked natural.”

I looked at myself in the mirror, still standing with my hands in front of my apron.

Tea was next, which in the Winter Tide meant soup and crusty bread rather than anything involving little cakes. I was grateful. My feet were aching, my calves were tight, and the corset made me feel as if my body was being squeezed out of existence.

On the way back towards the kitchen, we met Francoise.

He came out of a side corridor carrying a slim folder and wearing a dark suit that seemed expensively tailored. He was lean, elegant and composed, with the faintly polished manner of a man who knew how to make a dining room behave. His hair was dark, his expression charming, and there was something slightly oily about him, though not unpleasantly so. More as if charm was his professional polish and he applied it every morning.

Emma slowed.

I stopped, took the sides of my skirt, placed one foot behind the other, bent my knees, lowered my head and curtseyed. It was not perfect. I knew that. But I did not fall over, and the skirt moved properly.

“Good afternoon, Monsieur,” Emma said.

“Good afternoon, Emma,” he said, his voice smooth and warm. Then he turned his attention to me. “And this must be Sophie.”

“Yes, Monsieur,” I said.

The voice behaved well enough. Soft, nervous, but not broken this time. He looked me over with the sort of professional eye that made me feel I had become part of the hotel’s presentation already. “How charming. I hope you settle in well, Sophie. The Winter Tide can be demanding, but she rewards good performance.” His smile deepened slightly. “Emma is an excellent teacher. Listen carefully and she may save you from catastrophe.”

“She’ll be ready,” Emma said.

“We open in a week, and I have no wish to see soup travelling through the air.”

He gave a small bow and moved on. Once he was gone, I exhaled. Emma glanced at me. “That was respectable.”

“My legs are shaking.”

Tea was in the kitchen, where Mrs Clarke gave us soup and crusty bread and told me I looked like a girl who had discovered her feet. The soup was thick and hot, and the bread was fresh. I ate carefully, aware that I had already repaired my lipstick once and did not want to do it again under Mrs Clarke’s amused eye.

After tea, Emma took me on a guided tour of the hotel.

This was not the same as being led through corridors. Emma explained the building as a maid had to understand it. Guest rooms were not just rooms. They were beds to be stripped and remade, bathrooms to be checked, towels to be counted, mirrors to be polished, bins to be emptied, flowers to be replaced, trays to be removed, preferences to be remembered. A corridor was not just a corridor. It was a route one used only at certain times, a place where one moved quietly, a space where a guest might appear suddenly and expect the maid to know how to step aside.

She showed me the main dining room, the private dining room, the library, the bar, the sitting rooms, the linen cupboards, the laundry route, the back stairs, the storage rooms, the service corridors, and which doors I was not to open unless instructed. She pointed out rooms under repair before the winter season began. She explained that when the hotel was open, my duties would include cleaning rooms, supporting housekeeping, laundry, serving breakfast trays, carrying tea, helping Mrs Clarke when needed, and acting as a waitress in the dining room when the restaurant was busy.

“There seems to be a lot of work for one person,” I said.

“There is,” Emma replied. “But you won’t always be alone. Mrs Clarke organises more than you think. Francoise handles front of house. Fran covers reception and guest arrangements. George appears whenever something is heavy, broken, wet or all three. When there are parties, Mistress brings in extra staff.”

“Extra maids?”

“Sometimes. Sometimes trained submissives. Sometimes girls from her network. You’ll see.” The way she said that made me both curious and afraid. “You get organised,” she continued. “That’s the secret. You learn what must be done first, what can wait, what a guest will notice, what Mistress will notice, and what Mrs Clarke will shout about if you leave it too long.”

“What does Mistress notice?”

Emma looked at me.

“Everything.”

I believed her.

As we passed through one of the corridors near the guest wing, we came upon two workmen painting a section of wall. They had dust sheets down, ladders open and tins of paint arranged along the skirting. One had a brush in his hand and the other was reaching for masking tape. They stopped talking when we came round the corner.

I felt their attention before I properly saw their faces.

There is no delicate way to write that. They looked at me rather crudely. The uniform drew their eyes first, then the legs, the heels, the face. One of them glanced away quickly, embarrassed to have been caught. The other gave a confident smile that made my stomach tighten.

“Afternoon,” he said.

“Afternoon,” Emma replied.

I managed a small nod because I did not trust my voice. As soon as we had turned the corner, my face went hot. Emma was smiling. “Men love a maid’s uniform,” she said.

“I noticed.”

The workmen were ordinary men in paint-splattered clothes, and even their brief look had left me flustered. In a week, the Winter Tide would reopen, and there would be guests. Successful men. Men who had paid for privacy, service and the right to look at what the hotel presented to them. The thought made my chest tighten.

By the time Emma took me back to the attic at around nine in the evening, I was exhausted in a way I had never been before. My feet ached terribly. My calves were tight, my back was held upright by the corset, my throat felt odd, and my skin still tingled under the uniform. The cage was a constant fact beneath everything. I had spent the entire afternoon trying to remember how to walk, sit, stand, speak, curtsey and exist without pulling the whole illusion apart.

The attic room looked different when we entered. It was the same room, of course, with the bed, the desk, the vanity table, the wardrobe and the window facing the sea. But I was different, and that altered everything. The vanity no longer looked like a collection of strange objects meant for someone else. The wardrobe no longer looked impossible. It looked like tomorrow and the day after that. I noticed that my male clothes I had slept in the night before were missing – that didn’t seem so strange now.

“My feet,” I said.

Emma laughed softly. “Sit down.”

I sat on the bed, and she helped me out of the heels and gave my feet a short massage to restore the circulation. The relief was immediate and almost embarrassing. My toes spread against the carpet. My arches throbbed. I had never appreciated flat ground so much in my life.

She helped me remove the uniform with the same care she had used when putting it on, though the mood was different now. Apron first, then dress, underskirt, stockings, corset. Piece by piece, the structure came away, but Sophie did not disappear with it. I had expected the uniform to be doing most of the work. Without it, standing there in the black satin panties, smooth-skinned, caged, with my nails and earrings and softened face, I still did not feel like Colin.

Emma opened the wardrobe and took out an elegant red negligee and matching peignoir.

I stared at them. “For me?”

“For you.”

“For sleeping?”

“For evening. Sleeping, reading, writing, being in your room. You don’t go back into old clothes after service.” Of course I didn’t. I do not know why I expected any other answer.

The negligee was deep red, not cheap, with a soft sheen and delicate straps. The peignoir was lighter, just as sheer, moving softly when Emma lifted it. Compared with the maid’s uniform, it looked less strict, but that did not make it easier. The uniform had a purpose. It was work. Service. Training. The red nightdress was private, feminine for no reason other than being feminine. It belonged to the part of Sophie that would exist when no one else was watching.

The fabric was cool at first, then warmed against my skin. It touched the places that had been newly made smooth and seemed to remind me of them. The red looked startling against my pale skin. When Emma settled the peignoir over my shoulders, I felt absurdly delicate, though I was too tired to resist the feeling properly.

She sat me at the vanity table and taught me how to remove my makeup.

Cleanser first. Cotton pad. Gentle around the eyes. No scrubbing. Another product for the lips because the colour needed more care. Then warm water, pat dry, and cream. It felt refreshing, as if the ingredients were being drawn into my skin and working some kind of magic.

“Evening routine matters,” she said.

She brushed my hair back into order, then stood behind me in the mirror for a moment. Emma in her maid uniform, me in the red negligee, both of us reflected in the attic room mirror under the soft lamp. It was another image I could not have imagined the day before.

“In the morning,” she said, “you rise at six. Shower, robe, ready by half past. I’ll bring breakfast. Then I’ll do your makeup and talk you through the process step by step. After that, we begin a full day’s work as if guests were in the hotel.”

“A full day?”

“Yes.”

“I thought today was a full day.”

“Today was your introduction.”

I looked at her in the mirror.

She smiled gently.

“You did well.” I wanted to believe her more than I should have. Emma moved towards the door, then paused. “Try to sleep. And don’t touch your face too much.”

“I’ll try.”

“Goodnight, Sophie.”

“Goodnight, Emma.”

After she left, the room settled around me.

The storm from the morning had passed. Outside, the night was quiet, or as quiet as the Winter Tide ever became. I could still hear the sea, but it was lower now, moving in the dark beyond the window rather than throwing itself at the glass. The wind had dropped, and without it the hotel seemed less hostile, though no less strange.

I stood in front of the mirror.

The red negligee changed me again. Not like the uniform had. The uniform had announced Sophie to the world, or at least to the basement salon, the kitchen, Fran, Francoise and two workmen with paintbrushes. The nightdress was softer and more private. My hair framed my face. My lips still looked too full. The gold studs caught the lamplight. My pink nails rested against the red fabric, and the hands looked like they belonged there.

I was exhausted. My feet ached. My throat felt strange. My skin still tingled in places. The cage was there beneath the softness of the nightdress, reminding me that even undressed, even alone, the hotel possessed me in a way I didn’t yet quite understand.


End of Part One

I have written a great deal about that first day, perhaps too much, but it is difficult to explain what the Winter Tide Hotel did to me without slowing down and looking at the details. If I simply wrote that Colin Mercer arrived in Cornwall and became Sophie by evening, it would sound ridiculous, or too easy, or like the sort of fantasy that skips over the parts where your feet ache, your voice cracks, your hands shake around a lipstick and a Yorkshire woman tells you to sit prettier while you are trying not to blush into your lunch.

It did not feel easy.

It did not feel like a fantasy either, not most of the time. It felt practical, embarrassing, frightening, exhausting and oddly ordinary in places. That was what unsettled me most. The transformation did not happen in a cloud of magic or drama. It happened through instructions. Shower. Stand still. Lift your chin. Step in. Hold the stocking carefully. Don’t force your voice. Sit down. Smaller steps. Curtsey again. Repair your lipstick. Don’t touch your face. Rise at six.

By the end of that first day, I had been washed, stripped, smoothed, shaped, dressed, named, fed, corrected, inspected, taught how to use the ladies’ room, taught how to stand, taught how to walk, taught how to curtsey, and put to bed in a red negligee as if that were the most natural thing in the world. My old clothes were gone. My phone was gone. My laptop was gone.

I do not want to pretend I accepted it all gracefully. I did not. I blushed constantly. I resented being told what to do at times. I wanted to make jokes and could not. I wanted to hide but there was nowhere to hide. The hotel seemed designed to remove hiding places. Mirrors everywhere. Polished surfaces. Staff with sharp eyes. Women who noticed when your fingers trembled or your shoulders rose or your mouth opened before your brain had approved a sentence.

And then there was Sophie, already appearing in every reflection.

At first, I thought Sophie was something the hotel was doing to me. Miss Gilbert created the face. Emma made the uniform work. Mrs Clarke accepted me into the kitchen with alarming speed. Fran, or Miss Jones as I had to call her, inspected me as if I were a new piece of hotel equipment. Francoise received my first proper curtsey with a smile smooth enough to make me feel that the whole world had judged me. Everyone seemed to know how to treat Sophie before I did.

That was probably the strangest part.

The name did not belong to me yet, but it belonged to the hotel. The uniform belonged to the hotel. The routine belonged to the hotel. Even my body, with its smooth skin, aching feet, fuller lips, soft voice, polished nails and locked little secret beneath the silk, seemed to have been absorbed into the hotel’s system. I was not free in the way Colin had imagined freedom. I was scheduled, dressed, corrected and watched.

The unsettling thing was how much calmer that made me.

Not happy, exactly. Not then. I was too frightened and tired for happiness. But there was relief in being told what came next. After months in London where every day had been a loose, grey mess of unpaid rent, job applications, rejection emails and pretending to be fine, the Winter Tide gave me no space to drift.

It told me when to rise, what to wear, how to speak, where to stand, when to eat, when to lower my eyes and when to lift the edges of my skirt.

I had thought discipline would feel like punishment.

Sometimes it did.

But sometimes it felt like being held together.

That first night, standing in the attic room in the red negligee, I did not understand yet how far the hotel would take me. I knew Miss McFadden was returning soon, but that still felt unreal. I had met her only through a laptop screen, where she had looked at Colin Mercer and somehow seen Sophie before I did. The idea of standing before her in person, dressed, named and already altered, made my stomach tighten in a way I could not explain without making myself sound foolish.

I dreaded meeting her.

I also wanted to know what she would think.

That is an uncomfortable truth, but this journal has not been written for comfort. Mistress McFadden had chosen me for the trial. She had sent the offer, set the rules, taken my old things away, and arranged my first day as if she had known exactly how much could be done before she even returned. She was absent, and yet she was everywhere. In Emma’s instructions. In Miss Gilbert’s procedures. In Fran’s sharpness. In Mrs Clarke’s half-spoken comments. In the closed rooms, the polished mirrors, the labels on the linen shelves, the way the hotel seemed to ask the same question in every corridor.

Can you become what is required? At the end of that first day, I did not know the answer.

I only knew that Colin was already harder to reach.

The days that followed would not be easier. I would learn the ropes properly, not just the soft and startling parts of feminisation, but the work behind service. Beds, bathrooms, trays, tables, laundry, stairs, guest rooms, private instructions, mistakes, inspections, and the particular horror of discovering that a beautifully dressed maid can still be judged on whether she has cleaned behind a tap. Emma had made the uniform look graceful. Mrs Clarke would act as an anchor when things got bad. Fran would test whether I could stay respectful while being looked at by someone my own age. Francoise would teach me that a dining room has its own theatre, and that a maid on the edge of it must know exactly when to appear and when to vanish.

And Mistress McFadden would return. I wish I could say that I was ready for her. I was not. I suspect nobody is ready for Mistress McFadden the first time she decides to take a proper look at you.

She did not simply train Sophie as a maid. That would have been simple, and nothing about the Winter Tide was ever simple for long. Mistress trained attention. She trained posture, speech, obedience, patience, presentation, shame, usefulness and, in ways I did not recognise at first, desire. She understood that femininity was not only in the clothes or the makeup or the way a skirt moved against smooth thighs. It was in habits. Repetition. Small corrections.

Then there were the guests.

At the end of my first day, they were still mostly imagined. Successful men. A few women. Private bookings. Beautiful trans girls arriving with garment bags and perfume, stepping through the Winter Tide as if they knew secrets the rest of us had only started to learn. I had seen enough of the hotel by then to understand that guests would change everything. An empty hotel could train me. A hotel with guests would test me.

The Winter Tide had a whole world waiting beyond those first quiet corridors. Dinners, parties, private rooms, locked doors, laughter behind thick walls, cars rolling up the drive after dark, glamorous girls appearing in the hall with coats over their shoulders, men who expected to be obeyed, women who knew exactly how power worked, and Miss McFadden watching every exchange with that cold, exacting eye of hers.

I had stepped through the gates thinking I might survive. By the end of the first day, I was beginning to understand that survival was not the point.

The point was transformation. Not only looking like Sophie, though that had already gone further than I expected. Not only dressing like Sophie, speaking like Sophie, curtseying like Sophie or sleeping in Sophie’s nightdress while the sea moved below the attic window. The point was to find out how deep Sophie went, and whether Colin had ever been more than the awkward outer layer I had used because nobody had offered me anything better.

That is why I think of the Winter Tide as a rabbit hole.

Not because it was whimsical. There was nothing whimsical about Miss Gilbert’s needles, Mrs Clarke’s blunt kindness, Fran’s inspections or Miss McFadden’s rules. But like all rabbit holes, it made the world stranger the further down I went. Doors opened that I had not known existed. Words changed meaning. A curtsey became serious. A name became possible. A uniform became a body. A mirror became dangerous. Obedience became something more complicated than simply doing what I was told.

That first day ended quietly.

No grand revelation. No escape attempt. No speech in front of the sea. Only me, standing in an attic room in a red nightdress, exhausted and aching, with the storm finally passed and Sophie looking back from the mirror.

I did not know what waited for me.

Mistress McFadden.

The winter season.

The guests.

The girls.

The famous parties.

And the version of Sophie I could not yet imagine, but who was already somewhere ahead of me in the hotel, moving through the corridors with smaller steps, softer hands and her head lowered at exactly the right moment.

That was the end of my first day.

It is not the end of the story.


Thank you for reading this story in the Feminine Transformations series by Emma LaVerne. Part Two should be available shortly.

Look out for more books in the Feminine Transformations: Sissy, Crossdressing and Transgender Romance Stories series. Every story stands alone, but all of them share the same love of feminisation, identity, temptation, obedience, humour, humiliation, romance and the strange thrill of becoming someone new.

For even more stories, exclusive episodes, early previews, transformation fiction, artwork, behind-the-scenes notes and special Emma Loves a Dress content, you can also join me on Patreon.

Find me at:

Patreon: https://patreon.com/EmmaLovesaDress 
Website: https://emmalovesadress.com 
YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/@emmalovesadress431

Your support helps me keep writing new stories, building new worlds and creating more beautiful, embarrassing, irresistible transformations.

Thank you for reading.

Emma LaVerne
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