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Chapter One


Yeah. I was screwed. And that meant the whole company was screwed. Perhaps terminally.


Mr Brewer, the email read, I am sorry to inform you that several of our staff have been taken ill, and we are thus unable to provide three models as contracted for your upcoming event. Only one, Emily Swan, is currently available. I await confirmation that her services are still required.


We will, naturally, invoice for a single model only. I would remind you that our models require regular breaks, and suggest that, if you decide to go ahead with the contract, you find her at least one other model as backup. A list of reputable firms is attached.


Regards, Frank Hammond.


“Fuck,” I said to myself, rereading to make absolutely sure it said what I thought it said. Only one girl for the Consumer Electronics Expo, and almost no chance of acquiring anyone else: CEE was days away, and I’d found Hammond’s firm only that week, after contacting every pro modelling agency I could find. Hammond’s had been the sweet spot: the better firms were out of the price range I’d been given to work with; the cheaper ones had been booked up for weeks.


I shot off a few enquiries to the expensive firms, anyway, just in case, but it didn’t take long to get a brace of apologetic replies.


“Fuck!” I said to myself again.


I’d have to tell James.


James McCain was an old family friend, and he’d taken me on at his startup after no-one else would take a chance on me. My unemployability was understandable, really; I was a kid fresh out of school with no experience, no degree, and thoroughly average A-levels. He was taking a risk on me, mitigated by the implicit suggestion that, should he have to let me go, our close ties would prevent me from making too much of a fuss. He was older than me, twenty-three to my nineteen, and in addition to having every physical attribute I wished for but didn’t have — he was tall and well built; I was short and scrawny, and felt more so whenever I was around him — he was a software engineering genius.


And now I had to let him down.


The walk to his office was short enough that I didn’t have much time to worry. McCain Applied Computing still had so few employees that we had no need for a lot of office space, so we leased half a floor in a reasonably nice building in a reasonably nice part of the city, spending James’ father’s money on location rather than square footage. He approved, apparently preferring that the McCain name be kept out of ‘the poor parts’ of London.


Yes. Gross.


Still, it meant that the two of us were often the only ones there. One of the engineers once asked me why we both persisted in coming to the office every day, every week, even though James required only a computer with an array of screens to do his job and I, as his do-everything gopher — his ‘assistant’, had we been a formal enough company to have real job titles — could have made do with a laptop, a phone, and a bottle of maximum-strength ibuprofen; I remember neither of us had an answer. If I’d been honest, I probably would have answered the question with a question of my own: what else was I supposed to do with my time? My home was a tiny, lonely apartment, I didn’t have any hobbies to speak of, and my social and dating lives were uneven and unexciting enough that if I didn’t come by the office I’d probably end up going weeks at a time without seeing another human face except at the supermarket.


His office door was open, as usual. I knocked, anyway.


“Alex?” he called from inside. I could picture him: he’d be lounging on his enormous leather chair, leg swinging lazily, one arm crooked behind his head. “Is that you?”


I poked my head around the door and discovered, to my surprise, that I’d caught James in a rare moment of extreme diligence. He was sitting forward at his desk, frowning at something on one of the monitors in front of him. We hadn’t spent much time together today, what with me being so busy getting everything arranged for the expo, so this was about to be my first time seeing him since the night before, aside from a brief greeting this morning; I braced myself for the usual stab of jealousy in my gut. I had to get used to being around James, tall, handsome, toned and confident James, and every night I lost a bit of my resistance and had to build it back up through exposure. Today he was wearing a t-shirt that stretched itself a little too tight over his pectorals, and I had to exercise a spot of self-control to stop myself raising my hand to my own inadequate chest.


This was the man I was about to disappoint. The thought made me feel a little faint, and it took some concentration to make it to one of the chairs without slipping or tripping or otherwise making an idiot out of myself. I just couldn’t get the images out of my mind: my impending unemployment; James returning to his father, chastened, horrifyingly expensive cap in hand. They were occupying the parts of my brain that apparently normally were used for standing upright.


His face broke out into the smile he always reserved for me, and then soured. “What’s up?” he said. “You look— Shit, Alex, you look terrified.”


I found my voice. “I just heard from Frank Hammond.” His right eye crinkled, the way it did when I’d assumed some knowledge of him that he, naturally, could not be expected to possess, so I preempted him: “Of Hammond’s, the booth babe people.” None of the modelling agencies liked it when you called their girls ‘booth babes’ — or ‘girls’, for that matter — and I’m sure the women in question felt the same, but in my short time in the tech industry I’ve been required to hang out with a lot of men, a lot of blokes, and I’d picked some things up. “They’ve got some girls out sick. Reading between the lines, it’s impacted more clients than just us. The upshot: they can give us only one model for CEE.”


James was quiet for a moment.


“James?” I said, when he didn’t say anything. He was only ever ‘Mr McCain’ to me when we needed to look professional, which was practically never.


Okay, he was also ‘Mr McCain’ when I wanted to be cheeky. Not today.


“I’m thinking,” he said, holding up a finger.


He sounded neither angry nor worried, which confused me. Booth babes were vitally important at trade shows for smaller companies — doubly so for startups like ours — because a large stage was both expensive and pointless when you didn’t have the people or products to fill it out, and acquiring the floor space in which to put it and all associated signage was another, sometimes even larger, chunk of change, but hiring a handful of pretty girls and getting some eye-catching dresses made in the company colours was comparatively cheap, and about as good when it came to attracting attention. I complained about it when James first suggested it, but he had the numbers to prove that it, unfortunately, worked. As James’ father, who made his insufferable presence known every so often when he wanted to remind James who provided the capital for the company in the first place, liked to say, “Technology is a sexist business, and the way to sell in a sexist business ist with sex!”


The expectant pause afterwards, for laughter we struggled to provide, was the worst part.


This week’s Consumer Electronics Expo was likely to be make-or-break for McCain Applied Computing. We had a revolutionary product — a software solution to the hardware problem of putting a good-quality camera behind a phone display, without resorting to punching unsightly holes through the screen or vastly degrading the quality of the resultant photograph — but the window we had to sell it in was unpredictable. All we knew was, if we couldn’t at least make a start on getting some contracts at CEE, then by the time the next trade show rolled around, someone else might have solved the same problem; software and hardware engineers on every continent had to be working on it. Already some prototypes had been seen, albeit with awful quality; a mid-two-thousands feature phone could do better. We had other miracles in the works — James, like I said, is a genius — but nothing ready to show.


It had only been a week since we got it working at all. James and I spent from dawn to dusk and beyond in the office for months at a time, existing on expensed food delivery and caffeine. We’d set up adjacent desks and pushed ourselves as hard as we dared. When the other coders made their occasional visits to the office — for milestone meetings and gossip — they usually commented on how exhausted we both looked, all the time. But I never minded; it’d been fun. When finally we cracked it, we had no time left to celebrate; James immediately threw himself into courting the big manufacturers, and I set to work on logistics, signage, booth babes and dress design. At least, for that last week, we got a little more sleep.


I was proud of our software solution. None of it was my idea, and I mostly followed James’ lead, but he’d been bought a top-notch education and I’d taught myself online and on the job; I was just glad I could keep up.


“Hammond says the girls need regular breaks,” I said, “so just one isn’t enough to cover a booth full time.”


He nodded. “Can I see the email, please?”


I rooted my phone out of my pocket, unlocked it, and handed it over. He scanned the email quickly.


“These are all the emails you’ve exchanged with this Hammond guy?” he asked, holding the phone out where we could both see it and scrolling through the message history.


“Yeah.”


“Okay,” he said. “Okay. I’ve got an idea. I’m going to forward myself these messages and reply to Hammond personally. We’ll use this Emily Swan he’s offering us, and I think I know where we can find another model. You think two girls will be enough?”


I shrugged. “We only had three booked, anyway. It means one of them will have to cover the booth while the other’s taking a break, but it should work, especially with you and me and some of the engineers around to help out and talk tech.”


He smiled and gave me back my phone. “Good. Go finish all the other preparations for Friday, and assume we’ll have two girls. When are the dresses getting here?”


“They’re not finalised yet. We’ll have them Friday morning, if we pass on the measurements tonight.”


“Okay, good,” he said. “Now, go organise!” He shooed me out, picking up his phone with the other hand. The last thing I heard from him was, “Hi. It’s James. I need a big favour…” before I rounded the corner, and the rest of his conversation was drowned out by noise from the street outside.






* * *






An hour or so later I started thinking about grabbing some lunch, so I headed to James’ office to ask if he wanted me to pick something up for him and his visitor. The other man had arrived a little while back, trailing luggage and offering no name nor any explanation as to why James had called him, but he smiled at me and then marched off around the corner to James’ office without asking for directions, so I assumed he’d been here before and just left them both to it.


I knocked on the closed office door, and James immediately called for me to come in.


“I was about to get some lunch—” I started, but he interrupted me.


“Alex!” He was in a good mood; I assumed his friend already found him a spare booth babe. “This is Ben, my roommate from university. Ben, Alex.”


“Delighted,” Ben said. I nodded, memories of James’ tales of university life coming back to me. This was that Ben, then. A legend, and James’ closest confidante.


“Alex,” James said, adopting his serious voice, the one he put on to talk to real businesspeople, “shut the door and come sit down. I have a proposal for you. A… business proposition.”


Confused but compliant, I did as he asked, settling into the chair next to Ben and putting on my attentive face, the one I used to receive and consider business propositions.


“What kind of proposition?” I asked. I was starting to get uncomfortable with the attention they were paying me. I welcomed it from James — he saved for me a smile that was barely a smile, just a curl in one corner of his mouth — but having a stranger regard me so intensely was unsettling.


James steepled his fingers. “I had a quick skim through your contacts for booth babes — trade show models, sorry — and couldn’t find anyone who still had availability. Even the high-end places are booked up. You were very thorough.”


“Thanks!” I said, perking up. Compliments from James were always welcome, however readily and often he offered them. It took me a moment to process the implications behind what he’d said, and when I finally did, I matched his frown. “Does that mean we don’t have a second model, then?”


“That,” James said, “is the question before the court.”


I was confused, and said so.


“Ben here is an exceptional drag queen—”


“Performance artist in the medium of drag,” Ben interrupted. I could almost hear the extra e in ‘artist’, and started wondering, as he and James shared a smile at the obvious in-joke, how much detail James had left out of his stories from university. Then, once again processing important information multiple seconds after receiving it, I realised what James was getting at.


“You want to use a drag queen?” I said.


They were both silent for a moment. I used the time to look Ben over. He was attractive, no doubt about it, with a deep, melodic voice, a carefully trimmed beard and, now that I could see him in the good light of James’ office, the faintest suggestion of sparkling eyeshadow highlighting his dark skin. I imagined he was wonderful on stage.


At the expo, though, he’d make a statement louder than our product.


“Not me, darling,” Ben said, smiling gently at me. I realised I’d been staring, and looked away. “James here wants to use you.”


My train of thought, already derailed, vanished into the scenery. I don’t know exactly what my face looked like at that moment, but I’m pretty sure my mouth dropped open like I was a dead fish.


“Sorry, Alex,” James said, and poked his friend. “I was trying to broach the subject more delicately.”


Ben slapped his finger away. “You were dawdling, is what you were doing.”


I remained silent.


“Look,” James said, turning his attention back to me, “the thing is, you’d be doing me — that is, the company — a tremendous favour, and you’d be paid the modelling fee, too, so this’d be extra, on top of your salary. And it’s not a bad sum, especially since you don’t have to give any of it to an agent or manager like poor—” he glanced at his screen for a reminder, “—Emily Swan does.”


I remained silent.


“Alex,” he said, “I’m not asking you this as your boss, or even as your friend. Or maybe I’m asking you this as both? The fact is, you know this trade show is everything to us, and it needs to go perfectly. And I know that if your startup doesn’t have some way to bring people in, some way to stand out, your startup will vanish from view amid all the other startups in your tiny corner of the trade show. And I also know that nothing gets attention like beautiful girls showing off your product. Girls plural, not just one who can talk to only one person at a time, and has to leave the stand empty when she takes a bathroom break.”


I remained silent. James, later, would neither confirm nor deny that steam started coming out of my ears at this point.


“And you’d be more than just some agency worker we hired in for the day!” James continued, warming to his pitch. “You know the product better than anyone else except me. And you know about most of the other stuff we’re working on, too; if a potential client talks to you, you can sell him on not just the product but the whole company! And, if it’s just random members of the public, you can just, you know, turn on your inherent charm.”


What charm? I asked myself, and then did my best to follow up my first coherent thought in a while with a handful more. “James,” I said, speaking slowly and deliberately so I didn’t lose control and start shrieking, “I don’t understand why you’re asking this. I don’t know why one woman and one drag queen is your solution. I don’t know why you think I’d make a good drag queen. And I don’t know why you think potential clients — who, if they are the sort of people who like booth babes —” I emphasised the words derisively, “would relate just as well to a drag queen as they would to a woman, no matter how knowledgeable he is!”


I managed, just about, not to shout at my boss, long-time friend, and saviour. And his drag queen pal.


The drag queen pal burst out laughing.


“Hey!” I said, offended.


“I’m sorry,” Ben said, “but you have grasped the exact wrong end of the stick here!”


“I don’t want you to be a drag queen,” James said, quietly, carefully. “I want you to be a real trade show model.”


What?


“A booth babe,” Ben added.


“A woman,” James said. He didn’t even have the good grace to look embarrassed about saying it, instead keeping his steady gaze locked on mine.


“Are you out of your mind?” I said, giving in and shrieking just a little. “Even if I agreed to do it, how would it even work? I mean, look at me!” I waved a hand towards my body, indicating the obvious — that there was absolutely no way someone as masculine as I could ever successfully masquerade as a woman — and glared at them in turn until one of them acknowledged it.


Ben’s eyes softened, and he smiled. “Alex,” he said quietly, gently, in the tone of voice you might use to get an injured kitten to drink its milk, “I’ve been looking at you since you walked in. You could do it.”


“He’s right,” James said, diving into the pause created by my sudden exasperated disbelief. “I mean — and I really don’t want to offend you, so I’m sorry in advance — you’re not exactly tall, you’re slim, you’re delicate, you’re — God, I’m really sorry about this — actually rather pretty…”


“I’m ‘pretty’…?” I echoed in a whisper. It was all I could manage. The concept was absurd, even if, out of James’ mouth, it was surprisingly flattering.


“You are,” Ben said.


“When you don’t cover your face with all that stubble,” James muttered.


‘Stubble’ was giving it airs it didn’t deserve; it was basically bumfluff. I was only nineteen, with plenty of time to grow a real beard, or so I kept telling myself. I covered my face with my hand, anyway, suddenly extremely self-conscious.


They were looking at me again, all analytical. I looked away, examined the wall instead, and wondered what they saw. I knew what I saw whenever I looked in the mirror: a mess.


“I just don’t see how this could work,” I said.


“Look,” James said, “how about we all go to my place, where it’s nice and private. Ben can work his magic on you, and if it doesn’t work out—” he waved a noncommittal hand, as if there was no possible way it wouldn’t work out, “—we have the rest of the day to come up with another idea.”


“I don’t know…” I said.


James waited in silence until I looked back up at him. When I finally did so, he trapped me with his deep brown eyes.


“Please?” he said softly. “Just give it a try?”


Something took control of my mouth and said, “Okay.”






* * *






James’ apartment was smaller than I expected. Larger than mine, sure, but I’d seen cupboards larger than my apartment; nicer, too. It was well fitted out — I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen a dishwasher — and clearly in several price brackets up from the hovel I grudgingly called home.


James had ushered me in through the front door first, as if to make sure I couldn’t run away without having to go through him, Ben, and Ben’s enormous suitcase; probably a wise move. Then, after giving me a moment to take in the splendour and the glamour of his couches, his enormous television, his open-plan kitchen and his pile of dirty socks, he sat me down and poured me a colourful drink from one of the glitzier-looking bottles on his bar. It only didn’t look like a double because it looked like a triple.


“To relax you,” he explained, handing me the glass.


I needed relaxing, so I downed it in a couple of gulps, preemptively wincing against the burn and then, when the burn didn’t come, regaining the very stupid look on my face that had served me so well in James’ office. It tasted fruity.


“You were expecting whiskey?” James asked, smiling. I nodded, feeling a little too foolish to speak. He patted me on the knee. “Sorry, I didn’t want to scorch your throat.”


“Thanks,” I said weakly.


Ben clapped his hands. “Enough chatter!” he said. “Enough booze! Enough—” he gestured towards where James was crouched down next to me, “—whatever the hell that is! Let’s get on with things; I’ve got a show to get ready for tonight.”


As he wheeled his suitcase into what turned out to be James’ bathroom, I turned back to James and tried to ask, with a mixture of silent gestures, if Ben performed drag with his immaculate beard intact. James nodded.


“Get in here!” Ben commanded, his voice echoing in the bathroom.






* * *






Getting your legs waxed sucks.


Ben insisted I be completely naked, waving aside my protests by confirming to me in a matter-of-fact tone that I didn’t possess anything he hadn’t seen and dined on before, and assuring me he wasn’t into twinks, anyway. I kept up my objections for several valiant minutes before submitting to the inevitable.


It wasn’t so much that I didn’t want to be naked in front of Ben; I didn’t want to be naked in front of anybody. So I think I can be excused for keeping my eyes firmly shut for the whole process. Prey animal logic: if you can’t see them, they can’t see you.


He did my legs and moved onto my crotch. The first strip shocked me too much to scream — yes, it was that painful — and while he was preparing the second strip I felt around the sink, found a washcloth draped over the side and jammed it in my mouth, so the only noises I made as he depilated the rest of my groin were some strained whimpering and the squishy, liquid sounds of a used flannel being destroyed by teeth. It tasted awful.


“You can open your eyes now,” Ben said.


I compromised and opened one. Ben was holding out a mint; I spat out my washcloth and took it gratefully, and as I sucked away the aftertaste, he handed me a towel. “We’re done with waxing, then?” I asked, as he tied me closed.


“Yes. Now we sort out that horrible little teenage beard thing you’ve got going on.”


Before I could get too deeply into worrying about what arcane torture devices he might apply to my oh-so-manly chin fluff, he’d slathered me in paste. It was brown and smelled absolutely disgusting.


“Ugh,” I commented.


“Count yourself lucky,” Ben said. “This stuff will dissolve that fluff on your face without any trouble in just a few minutes. If you had a beard like me or James, we could leave it on for half an hour and all it would do is give you a rash.” He looked annoyed when he said that, like he’d tried it on himself. I looked down at the tube and noticed it was half empty; obviously he had.


True to his word, when we washed it off it took most of my straggly hair with it. I took a razor to the rest. The end result wasn’t much more fresh-faced than I usually looked after a close shave — although Ben insisted it should last a bit longer — and illustrated why I almost never shaved if I could help it: without the assistance of my unimpressive bumfluff, I struggled to look my age.


We were both startled by a light knock on the bathroom door.


“Everything okay in there?” James called.


“Yes!” Ben hissed. “Now go away! You can’t rush perfection!”


“You need anything?”


“No!” Ben and I said at once. The prospect of walking out of the bathroom fully clothed (in a dress) was bad enough; I wasn’t ready for James, of all people, to see me with the process half finished.


Ben kicked the bathroom door, for emphasis, and smirked at me. I was starting to like him.


With James’ impatience and curiosity temporarily beaten, I relaxed again — for relative values of ‘relaxed’, anyway — and sat back on the edge of the bath, waving my legs in the air, entranced by the look of them. I had to admit, I looked better waxed. I’d never developed that thick coat of body hair you see on some men, and I’d definitely never had anything like James’ tight little curls, which I’d seen once or twice, and which made him look sculpted and defined. My chest and arms were mostly downy, and my legs grew sad little patches of hair that stuck out at strange angles and served only to emphasise how scrawny I was. And my attempts to build muscle to compensate had gone poorly: I had a set of weights at home that I never used, because I was never at home to use them, and I was far too self-conscious to have used the little gym in our office basement more than once or twice, no matter how many times James invited me to join him. I got the bulk of my exercise walking from home to the office and back again, which had at least noticeably improved my stamina.


Ben handed me a tube of moisturiser and, in response to my confusion, rolled his eyes and mimed spreading it over my legs. Feeling playful, I stuck out my tongue at him and started massaging the stuff in, from ankle to crotch, rubbing my legs together when I was done and giggling at how frictionless they felt.


I think James’ fruity drink was settling in.


“Finally having fun, are we?” Ben said.


I would have done anything to avoid blushing. “I’ll never do this again,” I replied, “so I might as well try to enjoy it.” I wasn’t lying, I realised. Encouraged by the alcohol, I returned his smile.


“Good!” Ben said, holding out a pair of what looked for all the world like disembodied breasts. “Because now the fun part begins.”






* * *






They looked like breasts because they were, in a light colour that very nearly matched my pale skin. I bounced them up and down in my hands, entranced by the lifelike wobbling, and thus entirely missed Ben ambushing me from behind with a bra. I slotted the boobs into the cups as directed — cold! — and while they warmed from my body heat, I noted that they were smaller than I expected; Ben was tall, and I would have thought he’d wear something quite a bit larger.


“They’re not mine,” he said, struggling to control his smile.


“They’re not?” I asked, and just moments later felt like an idiot when he held his arm up to mine, dark brown against my sort of sour milk colour. He completed his point — not that he needed to — by pulling another breast out of the case to show me. It matched his complexion and was roughly the size of my head.


“It’s a good thing you’re pretty,” he said, and tapped my forehead.


“Hey,” I said, “I’m smart in… other ways.”


He laughed, helped me up, and had me struggle into a couple of what he called foundation garments: a pair of knickers made of stretchy fabric which hid my junk completely, and which took a lot of courage to put on after Ben’s eye-watering demonstration of their function; and a ridiculous contraption which clung to my butt and upper thighs and looked like someone had welded squishy raw chicken to my undercarriage.


Sitting on it felt odd, and I said so.


“Tough it out,” he told me, in a voice which brooked no disagreement. “You need a butt.” Meekly I let him sit me back down, and then he began to paint.


It had never occurred to me before that makeup would have a smell to it. I’d dated girls from time to time but never for very long, and I didn’t have a sister, so I’d only encountered makeup pre-applied, as it were. The foundation Ben was applying, in florid little circles around my chin and left cheek, had a subtle floral scent; rather nice, really.


He handed me the sponge.


“Um,” I said.


“Your turn,” he said, clamping his free hand on top of my head and twisting me until I was looking at myself in the mirror. He tapped the half of my face that didn’t yet have coverage.


“Why?”


“Because if you’re going to do this trade show thing—”


“—I’m not—”


“—but if you are — and I think you can agree we should proceed with the best of intentions — then you’re going to need to know how to touch up your makeup.” He tapped my cheek again. “And you don’t have a lot of time to become an expert online.”


I sighed. James must have told him how I learned to code. Or possibly how I learned to do a proper necktie. “What do I do?”


He clamped my fingers around the sponge he gave me and guided my hand — and the sponge — around my cheekbone. “Like this,” he said. “Gentle strokes. Gentle strokes…” He let go and nodded at me to continue.


I didn’t. Not yet. Applying makeup myself felt different to having Ben do it; like doing it myself made it something I’d actively chosen to participate in, not just something my lovable arsehole of a boss/friend and his ex-roommate were doing to me.


Stupid, obviously. I’d chosen this. James asked and I accepted; denying that, at this point, seemed rather silly. No sense, after the bra, the boobs — which already felt disturbingly natural, now they’d warmed up — and the hairless body, in getting squeamish about a little makeup.


No sense at all.


Carefully, looking back at Ben to make sure I was doing it correctly, I stroked the sponge across my cheek.






* * *






We had to chase James off again. He hammered on the bathroom door just as we were nearing the end of our makeup routine. Ben told him that if he couldn’t make his own entertainment for one or two measly hours he should go for a walk and, after some light threats, James grumpily agreed. We listened carefully for the front door and his feet on the stairs before we carried on.


And carry on we did: earlier, Ben had brushed my messy hair into something approaching order and then shoved it all under a wig cap, and now he added a long wig in dark blonde. He made me watch while he styled it, so I could fix my hair at the trade show.


“But I’m not going to the trade show,” I insisted again.


“Nevertheless,” he insisted back. I couldn’t argue with that.


After the wig came the dress. I’ve left off describing it up to this point, even though it was hanging on the shower rail the whole time. There was just something too real about it. It was so blue and so short and so the capstone to this whole enterprise that I was becoming more and more dubious about it as the alcohol left my system.


It was even more real when I was wearing it.


It was tight. It hugged my fake curves like a second skin. It was short, reaching barely two-thirds of the way down my thighs; less when I sat down. And it was electric blue. I would have preferred a more muted colour, but Ben explained that he’d chosen my makeup to complement the dress, and he’d chosen the dress because it was the closest match he had to the colour of McCain Applied Computing’s company logo, which was also the colour of the dresses we were going to have at the trade show.


The simple black shoes with the low heel were almost anti-climactic. I perched on the edge of the bath again and held my feet against his, asking the question without asking it.


“I bought them,” Ben said. “Your reprobate boss owes me twenty-eight quid. And how does he know your shoe size?”


“Oh, right,” I said, laughing. I twisted my fingers around each other as I remembered. “It’s a silly story, really. There was a wedding — not his, a friend’s; one of his friends, not mine; an ex-girlfriend, I think? — and he wanted me to come as his plus one, since he wasn’t dating anyone at the time. And I didn’t have any formal clothes, so he was going to rent me a suit, and he needed to know my shoe size… I didn’t go, in the end. We hadn’t known each other all that long, and I’m always at a loose end at weddings, and, well—” I hated this part of the memory; he’d been quite disappointed, “—I chickened out. Stayed here. In London. He was nice about it. ‘Next time,’ he said. He brought me back a piece of cake but it had gone stale, so we put it out for the pigeons.” I should have gone. He asked me. “So, uh, that’s how he knows my shoe size.”


That’s also how he knew I was a huge coward. Maybe this was an opportunity to show him otherwise?


Yeah, right.


The shoes, at least, fit perfectly. I stood, meaning to look at myself in the bathroom mirror, but Ben placed himself in the way.


“Do I look that bad?” I asked.


“Not at all!” Ben insisted.


“No, really. I look awful, right?”


“It’s just bad light.”


I would have forced my way past him at that moment if I thought I could possibly manage it, but he was bigger than me, he wasn’t wearing heels, and he wasn’t feeling like he was about to throw up (I assumed). I let him guide me instead, my hand in his, out of the bathroom and into James’ bedroom. Ben let me go when we entered, and as I tottered unsteadily — alcohol; shoes; terror — towards the full-length mirror by the wardrobe, Ben turned on the overhead light.


I gasped.


I was fucking gorgeous.


There was no way I could tell there was, well, a me under that dress, and that was with the considerable advantage of being able to look down at my own body and check.


“Girl,” Ben said, “you wear that better’n I do.” I think he phrased it that way on purpose, because I flinched, and he added, “And that’s something you have to get used to right now. If you do this—” he threw his arms in the air in an exaggerated impression of my reaction, “—when someone calls you a girl, or a woman, or beautiful, or darling, or whatever, then you’ll give the game away.”


Oh God.


I looked at myself again: I couldn’t get away from the woman in the mirror; she held on to me, kept me there. I realised a second later I was hugging myself.


I stared.


“Ben—” I said, and then forgot what I was about to say because I was still looking at myself as I spoke and the most ridiculous thing about all of this had suddenly, finally occurred to me. “What the fuck, Ben?” I burst out. “I may look the part — and Jesus Christ, do I look the part — but the moment I open my mouth, everyone’s going to know!”


I was still hugging myself, only this time it was to keep the contents of my stomach in; my whole body had lurched when I saw the girl in the mirror talk like that, and I’d nearly covered James’ bedroom floor with whatever remained of my breakfast.


Ben took a step towards me and put calming hands on my shoulders.


“I know a trick for that,” he said.


“What?” I almost screeched. Making noises like that was becoming a bad habit.


“It wouldn’t work for someone like James — not quickly enough, anyway; not in time for your trade show thingy — but your natural voice is high enough that you can probably get away with it. Come and sit with me.”


He patted James’ bed and, after taking a moment to calm myself — very much avoiding the mirror for now, lest I get stuck in my reflection again — I sat next to him. I was nothing but doubts, but I wanted to hear how he could possibly cover up my man’s voice as easily as he covered up my man’s body.


“This is something trans women learn,” he said, “and impressionists, voice actors, and, yes, drag queens, sometimes, if they want to.” The expression on his face said that he, personally, either did not or could not. “But the difference between men’s and women’s voices isn’t just a matter of pitch. If you think about it, I’m sure you can come up with men with quite high voices and women with quite deep ones. There’s a huge overlap in the middle, and your voice is right inside that overlap.” He poked me to accentuate his last few words.


“Yes,” I said, still acutely aware of my own voice, “but men with high voices still sound like men. I don’t know why; they just do. Same with women, but the other way around.”


He grinned at me. “You might not know why, but I do. When your voice broke, your Adam’s apple — which I can’t for the life of me actually see on you, but which I assume is in there somewhere — expanded, and that’s why your voice got deeper and, if you’ll pardon the technical term, more manly. But, if you know the trick, you can bypass that.”


I sighed, still sceptical. “What’s the trick?”


“Put a hand on your chest,” he said, putting a hand on his own chest. “Right here.”


I copied him, feeling the tops of the breast forms under my hand. An unusual sensation.


“Now, say something,” he commanded.


Lost for words, I attempted, “Something.”


“Something longer,” he said, exasperated. “Twit.”


“Um,” I said. A piece of doggerel popped into my brain: “The rain in Spain stays mainly on the plain.”


Ben laughed. “Interesting choice. You feel your chest vibrate as you said that?” I nodded. “Okay, now what you want to do is say that without your chest vibrating.” Before I could ask the obvious question, he continued, “Say ‘aah’.”


“Aah?”


“No, like you’re at the dentist and he wants to look at your back teeth.”


“Aaaaaaah.”


“Good. Keep going.” I kept going, and he kept talking. “Feel your chest. No vibrations?” I shook my head, which made my aah sound funny. “Now, without taking a breath, move your aah around in your mouth: first go from aah—” he said it like the vowel in bath, “—to ahh.” This one was like the vowel in bat. “And then go through all the other vowels. Move it all around your mouth.”


I did so, waiting for my chest to start vibrating the way it had when I spoke before. It didn’t.


“This is your ‘head voice’. This is what you’re going to talk in. It takes practice, and it’ll sound a little reedy until you’re good at it, but you can practise it and you will get good at it. And don’t worry; it only becomes permanent if you never use your ‘other’ voice. You’ll be able to switch back after the trade show.”


“Switch back?” I said, in my normal voice. Ben slapped me, lightly, on the leg.


“Head voice!” he commanded. “If it helps, try going ‘aah’ again and then turning it into a humming sound without ever leaving your head voice.”


I did as he suggested. It took a couple of goes to get it right. With his encouragement, I kept at it until I could do it every time.


“Now try and say something. Come at it from humming if it helps.”


It did. “Mmmmmswitch back?” I said, managing to stay in head voice.


“Well done. And yes, you’ll be able to go back to your normal voice when this is all done with, but, for now, don’t. I want you to talk like this until the trade show. The more you do so, the better you’ll sound, and you need to get used to it, anyway.”


“It’s hard,” I said, my voice almost cracking on the second word.


“Then we practise!” Ben said. I glanced at the bedroom door; Ben noticed. “I texted James and made him promise not to come back home until I say it’s okay, so you don’t have to worry about him walking in on us.”


My relief must have been obvious, because he smiled at me.


“Okay,” he said. “Let’s just have a normal conversation, and you stay in head voice the whole time. I’ll poke you if you drop out. Ready? What do you do at work?”


Work? I could talk about work until the cows came home. I loved working with James.






* * *






“Are you ready?” Ben asked.


“Absolutely not,” I whispered.


“Well, you’ve got ten seconds to get ready.”


I swallowed.


After an hour of talking, humming, aahing, and otherwise making a minor fool of myself, Ben pronounced me ‘better enough’. I was getting used to talking in head voice. It was, I explained to him, like riding a skateboard downhill: once you have the momentum, it’s easier to keep going than it is to stop. We made a few recordings on my phone so I could hear myself and, true to Ben’s word, I sounded like a woman. Kind of a tired woman with kind of a deep alto, for sure, but Ben promised me that, with time, I would get better at it, sound clearer, and my average pitch would also rise. He suggested I keep the recordings and use them as a reference to help me get back into the swing of things in the morning, and made me promise to use the voice for the rest of the day.


He’d been leaning on the assumption that I’d be doing this for more than just the next few hours, and I’d been studiously pretending not to notice. I fully intended, despite the voice work and despite my arresting reflection, to thank him very much for his time, make James pay him the £28 for the shoes, and glare hard at my contact list until it coughed up a viable alternative source for booth babes.


Ben texted James that it was time for him to come home, and dragged me into the living room to wait for him, in my shockingly light dress, heels, and wig. Real human hair, Ben swore.


I practised head voice. I checked for alternative exits. I snuck another double of the drink James poured me earlier. And I didn’t know what to do with my hands without pockets, so when I finished my drink I clasped one hand in the other in front of my waist.


Next to Ben, next to even my image of my usual self, in hoodie and jeans, I felt very small.


A key turned in the front door lock.


“Is it too late to run screaming into the night?” I asked quietly, maintaining my head voice.


“If you run,” Ben said, “after all the work I just put in, I’ll chase you down myself. Remember, I’ve had a lot more practice than you at running in heels.”


And then James was back.


It must have been raining outside, because his curly hair was matted and his coat was drenched. I think he was muttering, but the dark expression on his face evaporated when he looked at us.


“A— Alex?”


Okay, it’s possible he was just looking at me. I gave him a little wave.


“Holy shit,” he said, and almost ran over to me, raising his arms as if to hug me, but Ben pushed him away.


“Absolutely not!” Ben scolded. “You’re soaking wet. Go dry your hair and put on fresh clothes. She’s been waiting hours for you; she can wait another few minutes.”


There was that blush again. Ben had been calling me a woman and a girl repeatedly for the whole hour we’d been talking, enough that their impact had been blunted, but the pronoun hit me deep in the chest.


“I’ll be quick,” James promised, and immediately made a liar of himself by backstepping slowly away from me, looking me up and down.


When eventually he closed the bedroom door I almost fainted.


“I’d call that a success,” Ben said.


I frowned. “What do you mean?”


“He knows exactly who you are and yet, if I know James, I’d say the rush of blood to his head just now was equalled only by the rush of blood to his cock.” I opened my mouth to protest, out of loyalty to James — he wasn’t like that! — but Ben cut me off. “And if you can do that to him, no straight man at the trade show is going to be able to resist your charms. They’re all going to be buying your… whatever it is you’re selling.” He took me by my upper arms and very nearly lifted me off the ground. It was like he was displaying me to the world. “You’ll be a smoking hot booth babe, Alex.”


The alcohol made me giggle. “Hey,” I said, when he put me down, “if you get to be a performance artiste in the medium of drag—” I inserted the e in ‘artist’ with the rudest grin I could muster, “—then I get to be a trade show model.”


“So, you’re going to do it, then?” he asked, suddenly serious.


“I don’t know,” I admitted. Seeing James respond the way he did had shaken my resolve. “You really think my voice will be okay?”


“I think with practice your voice will be okay,” he said. “So don’t stop practising!”


I redid my aahs and my hums.






* * *






James took his bloody time. Ben and I were still comfortably chatting and helping ourselves to James’ home bar, and James was still in his room, when Ben’s phone chimed.


“Shit,” he said. “Sorry, Alex, but I can’t stay here forever; I have a show tonight.”


My heart nearly crashed out through my chest. “You’re going to leave me here? With him? Alone? Like this?” I gestured down at myself, encompassing with my frantic flapping the dress, the shoes, the hip pads, breasts #1 and #2; everything. Suddenly it wasn’t a fun game I was playing with a new friend, one who’d made it very clear he wasn’t into me no matter what clothes or makeup I might or might not choose to wear; suddenly I was going to be stranded, dressed up as a girl, with my boss, in his apartment. I thought back to Ben’s comments about the rush of blood to James’ dick, and blushed. And panicked again. Panic-blushed.


“You’ll be fine!” Ben said.


“How do I even take all this off?” I said, taking a moment after to realise I hadn’t dropped out of head voice even under duress, and being mildly impressed at myself, despite everything.


Ben looked at me like I was an idiot. Again. He might have had a point. “Just undress and get in the shower,” he said.


Yeah. He had a point. The transformation he’d guided me through felt so total that it hadn’t even occurred to me that I could just remove the bum pads, the wig and the boobs, and shower off the makeup. It could all just… come off.


Strange feeling.


“Gotta go!” Ben said, and kissed me gently on the forehead. While I’d been having a moment of self-discovery re my own idiocy, he’d been gathering up his things: he had a couple of heavy duty plastic bags slung over his shoulder. “I’ll leave the trunk,” he added, nodding at the luggage, out of which he’d extracted all the torture devices he used on me, and which contained more clothes and makeup and other drag accessories. It looked emptier than before, and when one of the bags shifted as he moved I snorted in amusement: the outline of his large prosthetic breasts, pressed against the side of a Sainsbury’s bag, had become rather obvious. “Yes, yes,” he said, grinning at me. “They’ll make for an interesting conversation with the Uber driver. I do like to keep them on their toes. You’ve got everything you need?”


I nodded, and he was out of the front door in a whirl.


And I was alone. In James’ apartment. In a dress.


And it was getting dark outside.


I needed another drink.






* * *






I knocked back more of the unlabelled liquor — which, I decided, after much contemplation, was mostly cherry flavoured and entirely delicious — and succumbed to slightly drunken boredom. I hunted around the apartment for my phone, expecting to find it in a pile with what might charitably be called my work clothes, but instead I found it, my wallet and my keys on the table by the front door.


James was still a no-show.


“You okay?” I called through his bedroom door, managing to stay in head voice.


“Yes,” he replied. I thought I could detect a slight hesitation. I wondered what he was doing in there.


“Ben’s gone to his drag show,” I said, leaning against the door so I didn’t sway on the high heels, “so you need to come out and keep me company.”


“Two minutes,” he called back.


I shrugged and returned to the couch, listening to the sound of my heels on the wooden floor. The steady click-clack was something I’d always associated with women; novel to be responsible for it myself. I sat back down, leaned into the cushions, and experimentally tried crossing my legs. It was uncomfortable to cross them at the thighs — I could feel my cock getting crushed inside the stretchy knickers Ben made me wear, and felt perversely like the reminder of its presence wasn’t helping with the role I was trying to get into — so I settled for crossing them at the ankles, and relaxed.


I was midway through replying to my third work-related email when James’ door finally, finally opened.


He’d changed into slightly nicer stuff than he usually wore at the office, although I, a fashion novice at best, struggled to pinpoint what it was about it that was nicer, specifically.


“Hi,” I said, smiling. “What took you so long?”


“I just—” he started, then interrupted himself. “What happened to your voice?”


I frowned. “You only just noticed? I was yelling at you through your bedroom door.”


He looked nonplussed. “I, uh, didn’t put two and two together,” he admitted. “I was kind of preoccupied. Shit, Alex! Ben said he could do something about your voice, but you sound like a girl! How do you do it?”


“With effort,” I said. “But it’s getting easier. Ben taught me.”


“But you can go back, right?”


So concerned. “So he promises me,” I said. I could tell he expected me to have dropped into my old voice to prove that I could, so I added, “I’m trying to keep it up. As practice. If I’m going to do the trade show, I need to get good.”


“You’re really going to do it?” he said, walking over to the sofa. I shuffled over a little so he could sit next to me without being uncomfortably close; he sat uncomfortably close anyway. Thighs touching. But he fidgeted: hands in his lap, tapping his nails together.


“Maybe,” I said. I’d been giving it serious thought while I wrote emails on autopilot. And I’d examined myself a few more times in the small mirror hung by the front door, just to remind myself what I looked like. “There’s no way we can get someone else. We were insanely lucky to get the three Hammond girls, and now we’re down to one, so either it’s her and me, or it’s just her.” I held up a finger to forestall his excitement. “I’m not saying I’m definitely going to do it. But I’m less terrified about the prospect than I was.”


“How much less terrified?” James asked.


I held up finger and thumb, millimetres apart. “I’ll see how it goes,” I said, “for the next couple of hours. If I don’t completely freak out, it’s a solid maybe.” I shook myself. “I need to lay off the alcohol; can’t rely on being tipsy at the expo.”


He frowned. “You’re drunk? Alex, I—”


I silenced him with a finger to his lips, and then wondered why I was touching him so casually. Alcohol, obviously. I put my finger away. He watched it, in case I did something else unexpected with it.


“Only enough to make my inner voice less screamy,” I said. A lie: my inner voice was having a bit of fun with how self-conscious James was being. He was normally so controlled, so together! In all our time together I’d never had the upper hand like this.


“Well, what do you want to do for the next couple of hours, while you sober up?”


Push him! my inner voice said. See just how uncomfortable you can make him!


“Why don’t we go out to dinner?” I said.




Chapter Two


We looked over the contents of Ben’s case, spread out on James’ bed like a neon pride flag made of tacky dresses. Laid flat, I thought they were kind of ugly, but I bet he made them work. He left James’ flat in a fitted and flattering but muted and unshowy outfit; about now would be the time he’d be climbing into something in bright colours and interesting cuts.


I wanted to see his act.


Still, none of the clothes he left me were suitable for a quiet night out. My womanhood might have been disposable and very recently acquired, but I was already forming some quite firm opinions on the sort of clothes the girl version of me — I decided to call her Girl Alex, for now — would not want to wear out of the house, and all of Ben’s dresses fell into that category. And James and I both agreed there was no way I could go out in the electric blue dress I was already wearing; I looked like a colour-inverted traffic cone. (At least Ben’s preference for the gaudy meant he’d been able to find a close match for the company colour without leaving his wardrobe, with the only major effort required being to buy a pair of shoes in size 8. Which reminded me: I needed to tell James to pay Ben £28.)


I looked up from the kaleidoscope on top of the duvet and caught another glimpse of myself in James’ full-length mirror. A glimpse that turned into a gawk. Just when I thought I was getting used to all the new experiences this afternoon was bringing — speaking in this voice, wearing these clothes, being all shoved into unfamiliar and not entirely comfortable underwear — there’d be something that bowled me over again. When we were sitting down on the sofa together, warmly drunk, thighs touching, that something had been the view of my bare legs poking out of a dress that didn’t reach my knees.


Not just that, being honest. It had been the contrast: my legs, waxed and moisturised and looking and feeling like they never had before, next to James’ loose and fashionably frayed jeans. A clear visual signifier of the gender divide Ben had helped me hop over.


The feeling of the fabric of James’ trousers brushing against my calves had been electric.


And now I was once again staring at myself, reflected in the mirror in James’ bedroom. I looked for all the world like a normal woman, albeit one with questionable taste in clothes. And, like every other time I’d looked at myself since I put the dress on, I struggled to tear my eyes away. I watched myself breathe, mesmerised. When we went out, I’d have to make sure to steer clear of reflective surfaces or we’d never reach our destination.


James said something, but I missed it. I was too bewitched by this apparition in the mirror, this beautiful woman who, I was suddenly perversely afraid, might vanish without warning.


“You know what’s weird?” I said, aware as I did so that I sounded slightly dazed. “I actually kinda look my age. I’ve never looked my age before. I’ve always looked younger than I am. People always tell me that.”


James said something else that I didn’t catch. I ran a finger along my cheekbone and down my jawline, frowning. Despite the horrible goop Ben had covered me in, my jaw still had a little of that strangely smooth feeling you found on men’s faces after they’d had a close shave. I’d have to remember not to let anyone who wasn’t in on the secret touch me there.


James’ hands closed over my bare shoulders, and I jumped, and would have turned around except he was holding me in place. I turned my head instead and almost headbutted him; he was so close!


“Alex?” he said. “Are you okay?” That smile of his again. Turned up at the corner.


“Yeah, I think so,” I said. Head voice, head voice, head voice, I recited to myself. I’d almost cracked on that first word.


“We don’t have to go out if you don’t want to.” His voice was gentle.


Did I want to? Sternly I interrogated myself, trying to push aside the alcohol that was still warming me from the inside out, trying to ignore the heat of James’ hands on my shoulders.


What did I want? I wanted our software to find a buyer, to get either a single big contract or a bunch of little guys who could help get our name out there. I wanted our company to succeed. I wanted James to be proud of me. That last one was a bigger contributing factor than I might have thought, back before I started working for him, because, even with the contributions I’d made to the codebases of various projects, I’d never felt quite like I belonged among the engineering staff: they all, James included, had qualifications, degrees, experience. I was the kid hired straight out of school, who fell into a good job because my family knew the boss’ family, and it was just luck that I turned out to have a knack for coding. Whenever I worked with someone other than James, there was a part of me that felt like a fraud. I could almost see the judgements pass through their minds, and it made me self-conscious, which made me, in the moment, worse at my job. Maybe that’s why I threw myself into the organisational stuff so much; I was better at talking to people than most of our skeleton staff, and that felt more like something I could do that was genuinely useful to the company, something I brought to the table that no-one else did — bar James, who was still, damn him, far more charismatic than I.


What did I have to do to get what I wanted? Right now, what the company needed was to draw attention to ourselves at a crowded trade show and, in that environment, if a large, impressive stand wasn’t practical, pretty girls in eye-catching colours did the trick at least as well; at least, that’s what James said, and unlike me, he’d been to one of these things before. And since the number of girls available to us had just collapsed to one…


I snorted as I reached the end of the logic chain. I was going to have to be a booth babe. A trade show model. It was something I was, seemingly and utterly inexplicably, suited for, in a way no-one else we could get our hands on at such short notice was. In the mirror, I confirmed again that I looked good enough to fool myself.


The only questions remaining were: was I good enough to fool everyone else? And could I go out in public like this without freaking out?


“Let’s go out,” I said. “Let’s go to dinner.” I patted one of his hands and shrugged to prompt him to remove them from my shoulders. “We need to know if I can handle this around other people, and we need to know if other people see a perfectly normal woman when they look at me. If it’s a negative in either column, we need to come up with a new idea, so the sooner we know, the better.”


“You’re really okay with this?”


“Yes,” I said, nodding emphatically. I tried to sound confident, and it helped a little; with every affirmation I was making myself a little bit more certain I could do this.


“Okay,” James said. “Should we come up with a safe word?”


“A safe word?”


“Pomegranate,” he decided. “If you get too uncomfortable and need to get somewhere safe, just say ‘pomegranate’.”


I laughed. “We’ll be out in public. If I say ‘pomegranate’ and then we both leave without a word, that’s going to look pretty weird. If I need to come home, I’ll just say so.”






* * *






In the Uber, I realised I was sobering up: the nice warm feeling cushioning my anxiety had all but dissipated, and now my belly was filling up with ice cubes. Worse, I needed a piss, and the suspension on the rideshare car was terrible. Have you ever combined a full bladder with tight, restricting underwear and poorly maintained London roads? I do not recommend it.


I’d managed to recalibrate James from his automatic assumption that ‘going out to dinner’ meant a posh restaurant for rich bastards and not, for example, a Pizza Express, and as soon as he got the message it was like a light bulb turned on over his head. He dug in some drawers and found a few casual items that an old girlfriend left behind, unsuitable for a reservation at Le Fucke Maison or wherever the hell (languages are not my strong point; adding an unnecessary extra e to unsuspecting English words apparently is) but probably fine for a meal for two at a classier-than-McDonald’s-but-don’t-go-nuts chain restaurant, and definitely appropriate to my very nascent ideas about what Girl Alex would wear out of the house.


Naturally, his ex-girlfriend hadn’t left behind any trousers for me to wear.


So there I was in the Uber in a dark blue maxi dress (I’d had no prior notion of what a ‘maxi dress’ was, but I was together enough to read the label on the inside) and the heels Ben got me (which didn’t 100% work with the dress, but I was fine with that), worrying about how I was going to take a piss without giving the game away. I had visions of walking into the women’s loos at Pizza Express and being laid suddenly bare in the harsh lighting: stubble visible, body the wrong shape, wig obvious; generally suspicious as hell. I pictured myself held down by restaurant staff while a panicked customer called the police.


At least this dress covered my shoulders and my knees.


We were headed to another part of the city, away from our usual stomping grounds, on the theory that if it all went tits up (pun not intended), we could run like hell and never show our faces there again. I hoped it wouldn’t come to that, though; I’d never run in heels before, and didn’t want to ask James to carry me.


“You kids having a nice night out, yeah?” the driver said, shaking me out of my thoughts and distracting me from my bladder.


I looked over at James, who was lost in his own world, staring out of the window at the rain. I tried using my mind powers to jolt him out of his introspection and make him respond to the driver, but I was unfortunately no more psychic than I had been at age ten — when I got a little overexcited after an X-Men movie marathon and tried to catch crockery without touching it — and James remained unresponsive. It was up to me.


I swallowed a few times to lubricate my throat; I was going to have to go straight into girl voice, and the thought of fucking it up had turned my mouth into the Sahara.


“Yes,” I said.


It came out okay! Not my best work, sure — I sounded more like I had when I first started working on it, eight hundred million years ago this afternoon — but good enough. I followed up with a smile, hoping the man would be satisfied.


“A date?” he asked, with his eyebrows as well as his mouth.


“Yes,” I said, and directed what I hoped was an infatuated smile at James; I was horrified at the idea that the driver might try his luck with me if he thought I was available. “First date,” I clarified. I didn’t want to have to pull off a girlfriend-and-boyfriend-in-love act, not with James completely checked out and me struggling to keep my nerves and my bladder under control.


“You two have a good time, yeah?” the driver said, and returned his attention to the road.


I sighed in relief and nudged James with my foot.


No response. Damn. When we got to the restaurant, was he just going to keep sitting there? Would I have to lamp him with my shoe to wake him up? I hooked my ankle around his foot — there, again, was the interesting sensation of his trouser on my bare leg — and yanked on him as subtly as I could. As if waking from a dream, James came alive. He blinked at me.


I indicated, using a complex system of frowns and glares, that he should pay some fucking attention. He frowned, realised what I was on about, and mouthed, Sorry.


I should think so too! I mouthed back at him. He wasn’t the one in the dress.


It wasn’t long after that we finally got to the restaurant. The driver parked over the road, told us we were lovely passengers and wished us a wonderful evening. I whipped my phone out of the handbag slung over my shoulder (borrowed from the same ex-girlfriend, and I could see why she didn’t bother asking for it back: it was battered, and the side pockets flapped loose inside the main compartment) and gave him a five-star review. He hadn’t tried to hit on me, nor had he beaten the crap out of me for being a man in a dress; he hit all my gold standards for good service.


I hopped out of the car, landed awkwardly on my heels — you try getting used to them in just one afternoon! — and then had to dive for the shelter of an overhanging shopfront. Still raining! And me in just a dress! James’ inconsiderate ex hadn’t abandoned any jackets for me to borrow, and we were both too distracted to have picked up an umbrella, so my options were limited. I stood under the veranda and shivered, wrapped my arms around my belly for warmth, and wondered how I was going to make it across the road to Pizza Express without the rain plastering my dress to my body.


James announced his arrival with a bit of splashing and some loud swearing, which I thought was on point. At least he had a couple of layers on and wasn’t in danger of getting soaked to the bone. I looked up, ready to ask if he had anything more useful to contribute, but he was already removing his jacket. He gestured for me to turn around, and when I did, he hung it around my shoulders.


Now, I’d never thought of myself as small; underdeveloped, sure, but that was mainly because other men seemed to think it important they tell me. At length. And not just back at school, where I’d grown to expect that kind of thing from boys, but in my adult life, too. James was always trying to get me to come with him to the mini-gym in the office basement, to get in a spot of exercise before work, and since my ability to resist him had never been spectacular — witness the dress! — he eventually succeeded. And at first it was okay. Kind of fun. But then he got a call from a client and had to run upstairs to talk to them, which left me alone with my ill-fitting gym clothes, my inferiority complex, and some guy from the office on the ground floor. James had been gone for barely thirty seconds when the guy stopped the treadmill, looked me up and down with a patronising grin, said I had ‘potential’, and offered to be my personal trainer.


I didn’t even make my excuses; I just left. I legged it back up the stairs, dumped the borrowed tank top and joggers in James’ office, and spent the rest of the morning sulking and trying not to remember what the other boys used to say to me in the changing room after PE. James, bless him, brought me a Pepsi and an apology when he returned.


So, yeah, I knew I was scrawny and insufficiently masculine in basically all possible ways, but they sold my size in the men’s section of the department store, didn’t they? There were other men shaped like me, even if we had to flick to the very back of the rack when we wanted to buy new jeans. And James, yes, was larger than me in every direction, but we were still basically the same shape, I thought.


But when James hung his jacket over my shoulders, I realised that had never been true. It bloody engulfed me. I felt like a teenage girl in one of those American coming-of-age movies, borrowing her footballer boyfriend’s blazer to show off their attachment around school. James completed the image by putting an arm around me and leaning over slightly, so he could use his body to shield me from the rain. Deciding I had ample time later to be embarrassed about this, I leaned into him and hugged him tightly.


As one, we crossed the street.






* * *






If you’d raised the topic with me six months ago — hell, if you’d asked me yesterday — I would have said the idea of going into the women’s toilets in a public place was extremely low on my bucket list, somewhere around ‘get shot’, but by the time we got to the restaurant I was too desperate even to hesitate. I dived for the ladies’ room as soon as we were inside, side-stepping around a pair of older women who were just leaving. They looked from me to James and back again and smiled at us both. I interpreted that as a vote of confidence in both my appearance and my choice of dinner companion, smiled in return, and locked myself inside the closest cubicle. I still had to take off the stupid bum pads and pull my knickers down, which yanked my penis out of its tuck with rather more violence than I (and it) would have preferred, but when I was finally ready to piss, it was everything I’d been dreaming of and more.


When my brain came back online, somewhere around halfway through, I heard someone peeing in the cubicle next to mine and I realised that that was all I could hear. Paranoia made me reach down and push my dick back a little, just enough that the stream went straight into the bowl with a reassuringly loud tinkle. My poor abused penis was alarmingly sore to the touch, but I kept my finger in place; I didn’t want to give my neighbour any reason to be suspicious. I’m an ordinary woman here, I thought at her, giving my psychic powers another hopeful go. Just having a piss, same as you. Nothing strange about me at all. Please leave?


I dawdled in my cubicle, cleaning myself and reupholstering my undercarriage with the maximum of lethargy, taking enough time that the other woman — whoops; the woman — was well into washing her hands before I was fully dressed again. I learned from past mistakes and put the bum pads on first and the knickers second. They seemed like they wouldn’t give quite as tight a tuck that way, but I was wearing a loose dress, not leggings, and it meant that next time I needed to piss in a semi-public place I wouldn’t have to get quite so horrifyingly naked.


Next time. Dammit. Today, tomorrow, and the three days of the expo meant I had five days of this farce ahead of me. If I agreed to it, that is! God, I’d gotten so used to folding the instant James asked anything of me I was preempting my own capitulation.


I made sure I was presentable — penis definitely not sticking out of dress, dress definitely not tucked into knickers — and left the cubicle. The place was blessedly empty except for me, which gave me some time to calm down. It was strange, watching myself in the mirror, my mascaraed eyes blinking in a manner that seemed exaggerated, my artificial chest responding to my breathing. So many little differences!

