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Book One: Peter’s Story
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He saw her the moment he walked in.
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Prologue
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Sinead was doing her evening checks when the music came down the corridor.

Not a song exactly. The idea of a song—a guitar somewhere, a voice underneath it, something that felt less like sound carrying through walls than like the residue of sound, the part that gets through when everything else has been absorbed by the building. A radio left on in another room. Someone's tape, perhaps, or one of those small bedside machines the older residents kept beside them in the evenings for the company of it.

She paused in the corridor.

The home was settled into its night quality—the corridor lights down, the doors mostly closed, the particular hush of a place where ninety-six people had been put to bed and the building had taken the deep breath it took when the day's work was done. She had been on this corridor for fifteen years. She knew the registers of it, the way you know a house you have lived in for decades. This was the register she liked best—neither the bustle of the daytime nor the small alarms of the small hours, but the settled hour when the place was doing what it was for and asking nothing in particular of her except presence.

She finished her round. The last room was his.

He was awake when she knocked and went in, and clearer than he had been in some days. His eyes had that quality they sometimes had—not vacant, not absent, but turned. The interior turn of someone who is reading something only they can see.

She sat down without being asked. She had learned, in thirty years of this work, when a chair beside a bed was what was wanted and when it was an intrusion. This was a wanted chair.

"Do you hear it," he said.

She listened. She could, faintly. From somewhere further down the corridor.

"I do," she said.

"Against the Wind."

She did not know the title to put to it, but the shape of it was somewhere in her—her father had had it on tape, played it on Saturday afternoons in the kitchen in Clare while he tinkered with whatever he was tinkering with at the table. A man's voice. A guitar. Something underneath that had felt, even at six or seven years old, like a road being travelled by someone who had been on it for a long time.

"I know the shape of it," she said.

He smiled at that. Just enough.

"It's a song about a life," he said. He paused, in the way he had when he was deciding whether what he had just said was sufficient, and then continued, in the way he had when he had decided it wasn't. "Which sounds like nothing. But he meant it. You can tell when someone means it."

She waited. The waiting was part of it. She had been doing this work long enough to know that the things people came to say at the end did not arrive on the schedule of conversation. They arrived on the schedule of the saying, which was different and slower.

He lifted one hand. The skin on the back of it was thin, the veins close to the surface, the careful precise movement of a man who had thought about each gesture before he made it for some years now.

He folded down a finger.

"Young," he said. He folded down a second. "Then lost." He held the third. He held it for long enough that she thought he might not be going to finish, that the third part might be the one the song had not yet found a name for. Then he folded the finger down.

"Then you see," he said, "that you were going the right way the whole time."

He lowered his hand to the blanket.

"The wind was always there," he said. "That's the point of it."

He looked past her toward the window. The garden was beyond it, dark now, the late evening completely settled into its dark. The song had carried a little further down the corridor, or perhaps the wind outside had changed, or perhaps her ear had adjusted. She did not turn to look.

She had learned not to fill silences like this one. The silence was where the work happened. Her grandmother on the west coast of Clare had taught her this without ever saying so—that the words spoken near the end were not for the listener to ease or to manage but to receive, and that the right reception was usually quieter than the speaker.

She stayed until the last guitar faded. The corridor went quiet again in the way the corridor went quiet at this hour, the building doing what it did, the residents in their rooms with whatever they had brought into the evening with them.

The old man's eyes had closed. His breathing had settled.

She stood, carefully, the way she stood at this point in a visit so as not to disturb what the visit had done. She made a note on his chart—awake; settled; spoke about a song—and went to finish her round.

Walking home through the South Wales May evening, she thought about what it meant for a man to carry a piece of music through an entire life as a kind of compass. She thought about her grandmother and the prayers she had carried, which had been the same kind of thing—the small portable things by which a person navigated. Not the large events. The small returning things that kept describing you.

She turned into her street. The lights were on in the upstairs window. She fitted her key into the door.

The wind was somewhere out there. It was always somewhere out there.
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Part One: The Night We Found Each Other
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The snow had come in the afternoon and stayed. By early evening Ely was transformed—the pebbledash semis of Milford Drive and Tenby Road softened under a white that made the whole estate look briefly like somewhere else, somewhere more forgiving. The streetlights caught it and threw it back in amber and gold, and the footprints of the early evening's traffic had already been half filled by fresh falls that were still drifting down with the quiet persistence of winter in South Wales.

Peter stood in front of the mirror in his bedroom in Milford Drive and made his final adjustments. He was twenty-one years old and he knew exactly who he was, which at twenty-one is rarer than it sounds. The suit was dark navy wool, beautifully cut, double-breasted, worn over a dark shirt that set the whole thing off with a depth and seriousness that polyester could never have managed. Real wool. The real thing. He'd saved for it and it had been worth every penny.

He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled on the shoes. He stood and checked himself one final time. His hair was shoulder length, falling cleanly either side, the way he always wore it.

Outside the snow was still falling on Ely. Inside Milford Drive, Peter was the epitome of mid-seventies cool and he knew it.

He pulled his coat on, stepped out into the white quiet of the street, and headed for the bus stop.

Colette had spent the previous Saturday in Cardiff.

Not shopping in the ordinary sense—this was something more deliberate than that, more considered, the purposeful assembly of an outfit for a specific and significant occasion. She had taken the bus into town in the morning and spent several hours moving through the city centre with a clear idea of what she was looking for and the patience to find it properly.

The boots she found in a shop on Queen Street whose window displays had always drawn her eye. Black leather, knee-high, heeled with a platform sole that gave her height and presence—she tried them on and stood in front of the mirror and knew immediately. They hugged her legs all the way to the knee with a precision that suggested they had been made with exactly this purpose in mind. She paid without hesitation.

The jumper and the dark A-line skirt she found in Z, the boutique on St Mary Street that always had the things nobody else seemed to stock—beautifully cut, dark and matching, the kind of understated quality that lets a coat do its work without competing with it.

The coat itself was from a shop further along the street. A grey tapestry coat—that mid-seventies silhouette that fitted close through the bodice and flared gently from the waist to the knee, structured and elegant, the kind of coat that transformed whatever was underneath it into something more than the sum of its parts. She tried it on over the jumper and skirt and looked at herself in the shop mirror and felt the satisfaction of an outfit that had assembled itself correctly.

The underwear she bought last, in James Howell on St Mary Street—Cardiff's finest department store, the kind of place that did things properly. Navy blue silk knickers, soft and cool against the skin. A matching silk bra. Black tights to go with the boots. She carried the bag home on the bus to Tenby Road and laid everything out on her bed and felt, looking at it all arranged together, like someone who was taking herself seriously.

She had earned that. She was going to wear it.

The Maltings was already packed when Peter pushed through the door, the warmth of it hitting him immediately after the cold outside—that familiar compressed heat of a room full of people who have come in from the winter and have no intention of going back out any sooner than necessary. The smell of cigarette smoke and spilled beer and someone's aftershave and underneath all of it the electric spirit of a Friday night that had decided to be good.

Steve spotted him first. Steve always spotted you first. He and Stuart were already holding court near the bar, and the three of them together, Peter knew, were something to behold. The cool contingent had fully assembled. Chris, Kev, Russell and Norman were scattered nearby, pints in hand, the usual chaos of a Friday night beginning to shape itself into something worth remembering.

That was the thing about The Maltings. It drew the young crowd like nowhere else in Canton. Big, open, loud and alive. You could actually move, find your mates, catch someone's eye across the room. Not like those poky little boozers where you spent the night wedged against a stranger's elbow.

"About time," Stuart said, looking him up and down with the critical eye of a man who also knew how to dress.

Peter smoothed a lapel. The wool sat beautifully. His hair was as it should be.

"Worth the wait though," Steve said, grinning.

Peter couldn't argue with that.

The night settled into its rhythm. Drinks, banter, the jukebox doing its job, the room getting louder and warmer as it filled. Outside the snow fell silently on Canton. Inside, this was what Friday was for.

Then the door swung open and a gust of cold winter air came with it, and something shifted in the room. Not dramatically—just that subtle recalibration that happens when someone worth looking at walks in.

Peter noticed her before he'd even consciously decided to look up.

She was tall to begin with, but she carried herself like she knew it was an asset rather than an awkwardness. The coat was extraordinary—grey tapestry, falling to the knee, fitted through the bodice and flaring with an easy elegance that made her seem like she was moving even when she was standing still. The kind of coat that belonged somewhere more glamorous than Canton on a Friday night but somehow made Canton feel more glamorous instead. Underneath, the dark A-line skirt and matching jumper were perfectly chosen. Simple. Letting the coat do its work.

But the boots. The boots were the thing. Black leather, knee-high, hugging her legs all the way up, the kind of boots that made a statement with every step across a pub floor. She brought the winter in with her on their toes and the hem of her coat and didn't seem to notice or mind.

The lad with her was... there. Present. Breathing, presumably.

Stuart clocked Peter clocking her. Steve clocked both of them. A look passed between the three that required no words whatsoever.

Peter took a slow sip of his pint and looked back up at her.

Funny how the night could just suddenly get more interesting.

What Peter didn't know, as he watched her cross the room, was that he already knew her. Or rather, he'd once known someone she used to be.

They both came from Ely. Not the cathedral city in the flat English fens, but the Cardiff Ely—a vast post-war council estate sprawling out to the west of the city, built in the optimistic years after the war to house the families of steelworkers, miners and factory hands. By the 1970s it was a place of particular textures and rhythms. Streets of pebbledash semis with small front gardens, most of them neat, some of them not. Corner shops with hand-written signs in the windows. Kids on Grifters and Choppers tearing around closes and cul-de-sacs until the light gave out. The smell of Sunday dinners drifting through open windows.

It wasn't glamorous, but it was alive—everyone knowing everyone, front doors left unlocked, neighbours who'd known your parents calling you by name from across the street. The pubs did steady trade. The working men's clubs did better. On a Friday night the buses into town filled up with people who'd spent the week in overalls or behind counters and were now dressed in their best, ready to remind themselves they were more than their Monday to Friday.

Peter lived in Milford Drive. Colette lived in Tenby Road, barely five minutes' walk away. They had grown up breathing the same Ely air, navigating the same streets, shopping in the same parade of shops on Cowbridge Road West. In winter they had trudged through the same snow on the same pavements, past the same lamp posts throwing the same amber light onto the same white ground. And yet their lives could not have been more different in the living of them.

Her name was Colette. That was what she called herself now, and it suited her in a way that felt natural, earned. But she'd been christened Colin, and she'd sat in the same school as Peter, a year below him—both of them navigating the corridors of the same Ely comprehensive in the early seventies, Peter in the fifth form while Colin was still in the fourth. They had crossed paths briefly, without consequence, leaving no impression on either side.

Or so Peter had thought.

But while Peter had been getting on with the ordinary business of growing up, Colin had been carrying something heavier. From as far back as she could remember, there had been this persistent, unshakeable sense of being different. Not just different from the other boys—different in a way that went deeper than she had words for as a child.

For years she had assumed it meant she was a homosexual. It was the only framework available to her, the only explanation that came close to fitting. And so after leaving school she had tried, cautiously and with considerable misery, to act on what she thought she was—the pubs people pointed her toward, the men who were known to be that way, trying to make it work, trying to feel like herself inside something that almost but never quite fit. One of those encounters had been something worse than not fitting. The kind that clarifies rather than confuses.

The relationships had been disasters. Brief, confusing, and ultimately hollow. Because the truth, the real truth, was still waiting patiently for her to find it.

It had come to her at seventeen like something clicking into place after years of forcing the wrong key into a lock. She wasn't gay. She had never been gay. She was simply a woman who had been handed the wrong body at birth, and all those failed relationships, all that confusion and loneliness, suddenly made a terrible, clarifying sense.

Colin became Colette in her own mind first. That was the beginning.

The practical reality of transition in 1970s Britain was not straightforward. This wasn't an era of open conversations or clear pathways. It required determination, discretion, and a willingness to navigate a medical establishment that was at best cautious and at worst openly hostile. But Colette was nothing if not determined.

She began with her GP, a kind man but cautious, who admitted plainly that he had never encountered this before and spent a fortnight reading before he would see her again. When he did he referred her to a specialist clinic in London. The process that followed was slow and without warmth—assessments conducted by psychiatrists who held all the keys and distributed them carefully, requirements to be met and demonstrated over months before anything would be considered. She made the journey to London and back more times than she could easily count, always alone, always on the early train, always presenting herself to rooms full of people who needed to be satisfied before she was permitted to become who she already was.

She began hormone therapy once the clinic approved it, and over months and then years it did its work. Her skin softened, her body redistributed itself, the harder angles of adolescence slowly yielding to something that felt, for the first time in her life, recognisably her. The testosterone receded and her body changed with it—those parts that had defined Colin at birth diminished, smaller and quieter and less insistent, though they remained, slight enough now that she could tuck them away without thought or discomfort. She had taken time to make her peace with that, and she had made it: it was part of her, and her body was hers, and that was the end of the matter. The hormones brought, too, an emotional settling—a quietening of that lifelong dissonance she had not even realised was exhausting her until it began to ease.

She underwent facial feminisation surgery. Subtle but transformative work—her brow softened, her jaw refined, her nose delicately adjusted. The kind of changes that didn't announce themselves but meant that the face looking back from the mirror finally matched the person behind the eyes.

The breast implants came later. The clinic would not fund them and she had not expected them to. Her parents—David and Margaret, who had sat with what she had told them and had come, slowly and with difficulty, to understand—paid without making her ask twice. Her mother had said only that she wanted it done properly, by the right people, and that was that. Colette had held that quietly ever since, the weight of it, what it had cost them and what it had meant.

She was twenty years old now and had been living fully as herself for nearly two years, but always carefully, always in the safe and known geography of her daily routine. Work, home, the occasional cautious foray into town during the day when the crowds were anonymous and nobody from Ely was likely to be paying attention. She had built a life of quiet confidence, but it was a confidence that had not yet been truly tested.

Tonight was different. Tonight was the first time she had ventured out of an evening.

She had spent a fortune on the outfit—assembled across that careful Saturday of shopping, each piece chosen with deliberation and worn now with the quiet pride of someone who has taken the trouble to do something properly. The grey coat. The skirt and jumper from Z. The boots from the shop on Queen Street. The navy silk from James Howell, cool against her skin, the matching bra, the black tights. She'd had her hair done specially that afternoon, sitting in the chair watching herself slowly become more completely herself, the stylist chatting away about nothing while Colette sat with her heart unsteady in her chest. When she'd looked in the mirror at the finished result she had known, with a certainty that was almost dizzying, that she looked fabulous.

But knowing you look fabulous and feeling safe are two entirely different things.

She had persuaded a colleague from work to come with her—a kind, uncomplicated young man who asked no difficult questions and was simply happy to have somewhere to go on a Friday night.

The Maltings had seemed the right choice. Far enough from Ely to feel anonymous. Young enough crowd that nobody would be scrutinising faces looking for the ghost of someone they used to know.

That had been the theory, anyway.

Outside in the Canton streets the snow had been falling since afternoon, softening the edges of everything, making the world briefly quieter and kinder than it usually managed. Colette had walked to the bus stop in Tenby Road with her boots making clean precise marks in the snow and her coat pulled close and her heart hammering with a combination of cold and terror and something that might, distantly, have been excitement.

She saw Peter the moment she walked through the door.

He was hard to miss, in fairness—the beautifully cut dark suit, the hair parted just so. Twenty-one years old and carrying it with an ease that made it look effortless. He was standing with his mates, easy and comfortable in his own skin—the kind of ease she had spent her entire life desperately envying in other people.

Her stomach dropped.

Milford Drive. She knew exactly which house. She'd walked past it a hundred times, her boots making marks in the Ely snow, never imagining that the boy who lived there would one day matter to her in any way at all.

Until now.

She kept her chin up. She kept walking. She was Colette, and she was wearing the best outfit in the room, and she had come too far in every sense of the word to falter in a pub doorway.

But her heart was hammering all the same.

Peter watched her move through the crowd and felt two things simultaneously, which was mildly inconvenient.

The first was straightforward enough. Wow. Just—wow. She was genuinely stunning, the kind of woman who didn't need to try particularly hard because the whole effect was completely there. The coat, the boots, the way she held herself. Wow.

But the second thing sat just underneath the first, nagging quietly like a half-remembered tune. Something about her. Something specific and familiar that he couldn't quite locate. He found himself looking at her face rather than through it the way you sometimes look at a stranger, and that was when it snagged on something.

Those eyes.

Soft blue, slightly wide-set, with a quality to them that was hard to name—a kind of watchful gentleness that didn't quite match the confidence of the rest of her. He had seen those eyes before. He was absolutely certain of it. Not recently. Further back than that. But where, and on whom, and in what context entirely escaped him.

He turned it over in his mind, reaching for the memory the way you reach for a word that won't come.

He knew her. He was sure of it.

He just couldn't for the life of him work out how.

And then their eyes met.

Just for a second. Just long enough. And in that second Colette felt the bottom drop out of her carefully constructed evening.

He knows.

The thought arrived fully formed, cold and certain. The way he was looking at her—not with the frank appreciation of a stranger, but with that quality of recognition, that slight narrowing of the eyes that meant his mind was working, turning something over, reaching for a connection that was almost but not quite there.

She reached for her composure and found it, just barely. She turned her head slightly, said something to her colleague that she immediately forgot, laughed at nothing. Performing ease with every skill she had.

But her mind had gone somewhere else entirely. Back to school. Back to the corridors of Ely, to the boy in the year above who had occasionally stopped to talk to her when the others hadn't bothered. Peter had been like that. Easy in himself, without agenda, the kind of boy who'd chat to you simply because he felt like it and didn't particularly care what anyone thought about it. He'd never been unkind. In a world that had frequently been unkind, she had noticed that. She had filed it away carefully, the way you file away the small kindnesses when they are rare enough to be precious.

But that was school. That was Colin. That was a different life, a different person, a different face in the corridor.

What would he do now, tonight, with this version of her standing in the same room?

Would he say nothing, let the moment pass, allow her the dignity of her anonymity? Or would something shift in his face, that recognition finally clicking into place, and then—what? Embarrassment? Shock? Something worse?

She didn't know. That was the terrible thing. She didn't know, and she couldn't know, and all she could do was stand there in her beautiful coat and her magnificent boots and wait to find out what kind of man Peter had grown up to be.

She didn't have to wait long.

She saw him say something to his friend, set his pint down on the bar with the quiet deliberateness of a man who has made a decision, and then he was moving through the crowd towards her. Unhurried. Easy. The way Peter had always moved, like the world was generally a reasonable place and there was no need to rush through it.

Colette's hands were very still at her sides. She was aware of every inch of herself—the coat, the boots, the hair, the face she had so carefully and expensively constructed into something true. She breathed.

He stopped in front of her. Smiled. That same uncomplicated smile she remembered from school corridors years ago.

"Hi," he said. "Do I know you?"

And there it was. The question she had been dreading and half expecting all evening, delivered with such simple friendliness that she almost laughed.

"I don't think so," she said. Her voice was steady. She was proud of that.

But Peter's head tilted very slightly to one side, and she could see it happening—the pieces moving, the memory assembling itself, those blue eyes of hers doing what they had apparently always been capable of doing, which was giving her away to the one person in the room she most needed not to see her.

Something crossed his face. Not shock. Not disgust. Just the unmistakable expression of a man arriving at an answer he hadn't expected.

"Colin?" he said. Quietly, just between them, barely audible above the noise of the pub. "Are you Colin?"

The word landed like a stone in still water.

Colette held his gaze for a long moment. Around them the pub roared on, indifferent and alive. She could feel her heart going, could feel the careful architecture of her evening trembling very slightly at its foundations.

She had prepared herself for this, she supposed. Had run through the various versions of it in her head during the bus journey over, during the hours of getting ready, during the long anxious weeks of planning this night out. She had imagined contempt. She had imagined laughter. She had imagined the kind of loud cruel public humiliation that Ely could occasionally specialise in, some lad from the estate making sure the whole pub knew exactly what he thought he was looking at.

She had not particularly allowed herself to imagine kindness, because hoping for kindness and not receiving it was its own particular variety of pain.

She lifted her chin.

"I was Colin once," she said, her voice quiet but steady, each word placed carefully and with great deliberateness. "Now I'm Colette."

She said it and waited, braced against whatever was coming, her whole body tensed for the flinch, the sneer, the ugly laugh, the scene.

Peter looked at her for a moment. Just a moment. His eyes moved across her face with an expression she couldn't immediately read—taking her in, properly, fully, seeing her perhaps for the first time that evening not as a puzzle to be solved but simply as the person standing in front of him.

Then he smiled. The same easy, uncomplicated smile. And he said:

"You look fabulous."

Three words. Completely without performance or agenda, delivered as naturally as if he were commenting on the weather. Not awkward. Not forced. Not the strained generosity of a man trying very hard to be decent. Just—genuine. Matter of fact. True.

Colette stared at him.

She had held herself together through the bus journey and the walk to the pub and the moment she had seen him across the room and the long dreadful wait and his footsteps crossing the floor towards her and the question and the name—that name—and all of it, all of it she had weathered with her chin up and her composure intact.

It was the kindness that undid her, just slightly. Just for a second. Something moved across her face that she couldn't entirely suppress—not tears, nothing so dramatic, just a brief unguarded moment of pure relief so overwhelming it had nowhere else to go.

Then she gathered herself, and she smiled back at him. A real smile this time, not a performance.

"Thank you," she said. "So do you."

It was at that point that her colleague appeared at her elbow, reading the room with rather more perceptiveness than Colette had previously credited him with.

He touched her arm lightly. "I'm going to head off, Colette," he said, with a small smile that managed to be both tactful and genuine. "See you Monday."

And then he was gone, absorbed back into the Friday night crowd, stepping out into the snowy Canton night, his brief role in the evening concluded with considerably more grace than she'd expected.

She watched him go, then turned back to Peter.

Peter glanced towards the packed bar, the noise and the heat and the press of bodies, and then back at her. He tilted his head towards the door.

"Let's go outside," he said. "Where it's a bit quieter. You can tell me your story."

It wasn't a demand. It wasn't even quite an invitation. It was something gentler than both—an offering, made without pressure, leaving the door entirely open for her to walk through or not as she chose.

Colette looked at him for a moment. This boy from Milford Drive who had always been decent without apparently having to work at it. Who had crossed a crowded pub because his memory wouldn't leave him alone, and had then responded to the most complicated answer she could possibly have given him with three words of uncomplicated warmth.

"All right," she said.

And they walked out together into the snowy Cardiff night, the noise of The Maltings falling away behind them, the cold air settling around them like a held breath about to be released.

For the first time all evening, Colette's heart had stopped hammering.

Outside, the snow was still falling. Canton lay under its white quiet, the streetlights turning the flakes to gold as they came down, the pavement outside The Maltings crisp and unmarked where the earlier footprints had been covered over. Their breath came in visible clouds. The cold was sharp and clean and indifferent to everything that was happening in the small warm circle of lamplight where they stood.

Colette talked. Haltingly at first, then with gathering ease, the way you speak when you have been carrying something for a very long time and have finally found someone willing to hold some of the weight with you. She told him about the years of not knowing, of feeling like a stranger in her own skin without having the language to explain why. About the pubs and the failed encounters and the slow dawning realisation that she had been looking for herself in the wrong places. About the decision, made alone in her bedroom in Tenby Road at seventeen years old, that she was not going to spend the rest of her life as the wrong person.

She told him the rest of it too—the practical shape of the years since that decision, the clinics and the assessments and the slow patient work of becoming, the parts that had been hers to manage and the parts her parents had quietly carried with her. She did not give him all of it, not standing in the snow on the night they met; there were things that were not a doorstep conversation, and she had learned to judge what to say and when. But she told him enough that he would understand what she was and what it had taken, and she told it plainly, watching his face the whole time for the flinch she had learned to expect.

Peter listened. Really listened, the snow falling around them both, his breath clouding in the cold air, his eyes on her face throughout. Without interrupting, without making it about himself. He just listened, giving her the space to say what she needed to say at the pace she needed to say it.

When she finished there was a moment of quiet between them. Not uncomfortable. Just the natural settling of words that had finally been spoken aloud.

Then Peter said, "I knew, back in school. Not this—not what it was. But I knew you were different." He paused. "And afraid. I could see that."

"You never said anything."

"What would I have said?" He gave a small shrug, honest rather than dismissive. "I was sixteen. I didn't have the words either." He was quiet for a moment. "But I remember—couple of times. My mates giving you grief in the corridor. I told them to leave you alone."

She remembered. She had wondered at the time why he'd bothered.

"I remember that," she said.

"Couldn't have told you why at the time," Peter said. "It just didn't sit right." He looked at her steadily in the lamplight, the snow settling on his shoulders, on his hair. "Now I know why."

Colette felt something shift in her chest. Something that had been braced for a very long time slowly, carefully beginning to ease.

Above them the snow kept falling on Canton. And two people from the same Ely streets stood outside a pub in the cold and finally, after all these years, properly met each other.

It was then that the pub door swung open and Steve's head appeared, scanning the snowy street with the practiced efficiency of a man sent to locate a missing friend.

"Manley!" He grinned when he spotted Peter. "We're off into town. You coming?"

"I'll see you in Tito's later," Peter said.

Steve gave a cheerful nod and was gone, the door swinging shut behind him.

Peter turned back to her. "Fancy a quieter pub first?" he said. "Then we could head into town. Maybe Bumpers?"

Colette looked at him. An hour ago she had been standing in a pub doorway with her heart hammering, fully expecting the worst evening of her life. Now she was standing in the snowy Canton night being asked if she fancied going into Cardiff city centre with a boy from Milford Drive who thought she looked fabulous.

"Yes," she said. "Why not."

Cardiff on a winter Friday night in 1977 was something unrepeatable. The snow that had settled on the suburbs and estates became slush on the city centre pavements, churned up by the feet of hundreds of people who had dressed up regardless and were damned if a bit of weather was going to stop them. St Mary Street glittered with it, the lights of the pubs and shops catching the wet pavement and throwing it back doubled. Groups of lads in their best shirts apparently impervious to the cold, girls in heeled boots navigating the slush with practiced expertise, the chip shops on Caroline Street doing magnificent business, the smell of hot fat and vinegar drifting out into the freezing air and mixing with cigarette smoke and somebody's perfume and the particular electric smell of a Welsh city that has decided to enjoy itself regardless of the forecast.

Bumpers was the destination. Tucked into the city centre, down a flight of stairs and into a world of low lighting, loud music and the compressed heat of a room full of people who were exactly where they wanted to be. Outside it was Cardiff in winter. Inside it was somewhere outside of time entirely—warm and dark and full of the kind of music that made you feel like the night was infinite.

The fashion on that dance floor was extraordinary. Platform shoes and boots giving their wearers heights that had no business being achievable, wide lapels, satin shirts in colours that looked better under club lights than they had any right to, Oxford bags, suede jackets, the occasional full-length coat worn with the easy confidence of someone who had planned this down to the last detail. Cardiff dressed up on a Friday night with commitment and without apology, and the place on a winter evening was the proof of it.

Peter bought the drinks—something cold and long—and they found a spot upstairs in the bar area, away from the main press of the dance floor, where the music was present but not overwhelming and you could actually hear yourself think. Or talk. Which was what they did.

They talked the way people talk when they have already crossed the difficult ground together and found it navigable—easily, openly, with the freedom that comes from having nothing left to hide. Colette found herself laughing at things, genuinely laughing, the tight careful vigilance of the earlier evening gradually releasing its grip. Peter was easy company. He had always been easy company, she supposed, but she hadn't known until tonight quite how much that quality in a person could mean.

And then, drifting up from below with a clarity that cut cleanly through everything else, came the opening notes of a song that made Peter set his drink down.

The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face. Roberta Flack. That voice, slow and enormous and devastating, filling the room from the floor to the ceiling.

Peter looked at her. "Let's dance," he said.

They went downstairs.

The dance floor had changed its character entirely for this—couples drawn together by the song, the tempo giving everyone permission to slow down, to close the distance, to forget for a few minutes the noise and heat and the winter outside and just be present in the music.

They came together naturally, without awkwardness, the way the song seemed to demand. Peter's hand at her waist, her hand on his shoulder, close in the warm compressed air of the club, Roberta Flack's voice wrapping around them both like something inevitable.

For Colette it was extraordinary. She was here, in Cardiff, in Bumpers, on a winter Friday night, dancing with a man who knew exactly who she was and had chosen to be here anyway.

She felt Peter's arms tighten slightly, felt the warmth of him, the solidity, and for a long moment she simply let herself be in it.

And then she felt him stir against her, hardening, unmistakable in the closeness of the dance, the natural and uncomplicated consequence of a young man in close proximity to a beautiful woman.

Peter felt it too. He gave a small, soft laugh against her hair.

"Whoops," he said, lightly, without embarrassment.

Colette almost laughed with him. Almost.

Because in the same moment she became aware of something else. The club was warm, had been warm all evening, and the tape that she had applied so carefully in her bedroom in Tenby Road before setting out into the snow had held as long as it could. The warmth and the movement and the hours had already strained it—and now her own body, against her will and without the slightest regard for her feelings on the matter, answered the closeness and the heat in the way it was still capable of answering, and the hardening of it strained the tape past the last of its holding. It gave. And now there was an unmistakable hardness of her own pressing against him. A fact as unavoidable as gravity.

She froze.

Instantly and completely, every muscle locking, the beautiful warmth of the previous few minutes evaporating in a single second.

The tears came before she could stop them. Not dramatic sobbing but the sudden helpless filling of her eyes that comes when the thing you have been holding together with absolute determination finally, in the cruelest possible way, refuses to hold.

All of it. The hours of preparation, the fortune spent on the outfit, the courage it had taken to walk through that door, the terror of seeing Peter and the extraordinary grace of how he had handled it, the conversation in the snow and the quiet pub and here, the dancing, the song, the feeling for just a few extraordinary minutes of being simply and completely herself—

All of it threatened by biology. By her own body.

Peter's brow creased with quiet concern. He didn't pull away. He was aware of what was pressing against him—he felt it, understood it before he had the words for it.

"What's wrong, Colette?"

She couldn't quite meet his eyes. "My tape," she said, barely audible above the music. "It's failed. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

He heard the word tape without knowing its specific meaning. But he already knew what she was telling him. He had understood it a moment before she spoke.

Peter was quiet for just a moment.

Then his arms settled back around her, drawing her gently but with complete certainty back into the dance. His chin came to rest lightly against her hair. His feet kept moving, slow and unhurried, exactly as they had been before.

"It's okay," he said simply, and he kissed her gently on the lips. "Let's stay here dancing."

Roberta Flack's voice moved through the room. The dance floor swayed. And Colette, for the second time that evening, felt something that had been braced for a very long time begin, with extraordinary care, to let go.

She closed her eyes.

She danced.

They stayed until the club wound down, until the lights came up and the crowd began its reluctant dispersal out into the Cardiff streets. Past two in the morning. The night air outside hit them cold and sharp, their breath immediately visible, the slush on the pavements beginning to refreeze in the small hours' chill. The snow had stopped falling but lay thick and white on every surface above street level, the city muffled and strange and beautiful in the way it only ever is in the hours before dawn.

Peter flagged a taxi on St Mary Street. They fell into the warmth of the back seat together, the city sliding past the windows as it headed west, through Canton and out towards Ely, the streets growing quieter and whiter as they left the centre behind. The estate was deep in snow, the lamp posts throwing gold onto untouched white, Milford Drive and Tenby Road sleeping under their winter quiet.

The taxi pulled up outside her house.

The light was on in the front room.

"My parents will be waiting up," she said. "It's my first night out."

He understood immediately.

He kissed her in the cold of the doorstep—properly, without hurrying it, the way he did everything that mattered. She was warm and real against the January air and he could feel her smiling against his mouth.

She stepped back. "I can't see you until Friday," he said. "I'm on a course. Mid Wales, all week."

She looked at him. "I can't wait," she said.

She went inside. The door closed. The light came on in the hallway.

He stood on the step of Tenby Road, the snow white and still around him, and then turned and walked home to Milford Drive, thinking about the following Friday all the way home.

Sunday Peter packed his bag for the week. Laid out the course materials, the good shirts, the shoes. He was efficient about it and it didn't take long. Then he sat on the edge of the bed in Milford Drive and found himself thinking about Friday in a way that was unproductive but appeared, on the evidence of the past hour, to be entirely unavoidable.

He went downstairs and had his tea.

The week away started the following Monday morning. The course was in mid Wales—a residential first-line supervisor programme, five days, a cohort of eight. Peter had looked forward to it—the satisfaction of training that had a direct application to what he was doing and what he wanted to do next.

He did not look forward to being away from Colette. This was a new experience. He was a self-contained man who had never previously had much difficulty with his own company, but somewhere between The Maltings on Friday night and the doorstep of Tenby Road on Saturday morning something had altered in the calculation, and the prospect of five days in mid Wales had a quality he didn't have a previous name for.

For her part, Colette had not expected the week to be as difficult as it was. She went to work each morning and did the work—she always did the work, it was not in her to do otherwise—but the evenings dragged in a way they hadn't before. The house in Tenby Road had acquired an absence at its centre.

She fretted. Not about Peter—she trusted Peter in a way she had not yet entirely admitted to herself, the trust of someone who has been surprised by someone else's quality and is still in the process of believing it. She fretted about Friday with the circular fretting of someone who has been given something extraordinary and is not yet certain she is allowed to keep it. He would turn up. Of course he would turn up. He had said Friday and he meant Friday. He was not the kind of man who said things he didn't mean—she had understood that from the first night. He would turn up.

He might not turn up.

She lay awake on Wednesday going around this circuit for the better part of an hour before arriving back at the same conclusion and forcing herself to sleep.

On Thursday evening she considered what she was going to wear. She went through what she owned and arrived at the same conclusion she had arrived at on Tuesday and Wednesday—nothing she had was right. Not right in the way that this evening needed to be right.

On Friday morning she telephoned her supervisor and took the day as annual leave. She got dressed in her ordinary clothes and went to Cardiff.

She spent the morning in the city centre with a clear intention and a clear standard—whatever she bought today had to be exactly right. She looked at dresses. She tried on dresses. She found dresses that were close and put them all back because close was not what she was looking for. By lunchtime she had been in six shops and bought nothing.

She had a sandwich sitting on a bench in the Hayes and thought about what she was actually trying to find—not a dress exactly but an expression of who she was becoming. The person who had walked into The Maltings last Friday and been seen clearly by someone who had no reason to look. That was the person she was dressing for.

She found it an hour later. A red dress in a boutique on St Mary Street—knee-length, fitted without being tight, a colour that did exactly what red should do without being excessive about it. She stood in front of the changing room mirror and knew immediately, the way she knew things—the certainty that didn't require deliberation.

The boots she found an hour after that. White leather, knee-high, heeled with a platform sole. Bold and clean and entirely right alongside the red.

She went to James Howell for the underwear. Red silk—the bra and the knickers and the suspender belt—chosen with the same attention she had given everything else, because the underwear was for her and not for anyone else and that was precisely why it mattered.

She stood outside James Howell after. There was one more thing.

She had thought about it on Wednesday night when she couldn't sleep—thought about it with the same practical directness she brought to everything that mattered. If this Friday was going to be what she hoped it was going to be, then she needed to be prepared. Not hopefully prepared. Actually prepared. She had not been with anyone since the first time at the gender clinic, and that had been carefully managed in a clinical setting, and this was something else entirely. She needed lubricant. She needed condoms, because it had to be his choice to provide them if he chose to at all, but if he didn't have them then she needed to.

She went to a chemist on Queen Street that she had not used before and bought what she needed with the same unhurried composure she had brought to the rest of the day. The pharmacist served her without comment. She put everything in the bag with the underwear and walked to her hair appointment. She sat in the chair and watched herself being remade in the mirror and felt, for the first time since Saturday morning, that Friday was actually going to happen and that she was going to be ready for it.

She arrived home in the afternoon with everything in bags and laid it out on the bed—the red dress, the white boots, the silk underneath—and looked at it for a long time.

Then she put it all away carefully and went downstairs and had her tea and got dressed and waited for Peter.

At the training centre in mid Wales Peter was working. The course was good—the material was relevant and the trainer knew his subject and the cohort was interesting. He applied himself and by Thursday afternoon had a clear understanding of what he was going to do differently on Monday morning.

On Thursday evening the cohort held a traditional end-of-course gathering in the function room of the hotel. Someone produced a case of beer. Peter, who was not planning to drink much because he was working in the morning and seeing Colette in the evening, found himself in conversation with a man from the Newport office called Graham who was roughly his age and had an easy, uncomplicated manner.

At some point Graham asked if Peter had anyone.

Peter said he did.

Graham asked the natural follow-up question.

Peter said her name was Colette. He said she was from Ely, same as him. He said she was someone he was very glad to have met. He said he was looking forward to seeing her tomorrow.

He did not put a word to it. It did not occur to him to. Colette was Colette—the woman he had met in The Maltings and kissed goodnight in the snow on Tenby Road and spent a week thinking about—and that was the sum of it. The addition of any further category would have struck him as not only unnecessary but faintly absurd, like explaining a painting by cataloguing the chemical composition of the paints.

Graham said she sounded good.

Peter said she was.

They finished their beer and the evening went its way. But later, lying awake in the hotel room with the mid Wales dark outside the window, Peter found himself thinking not just about Colette but about the specific question he had been avoiding thinking about too directly all week—what Friday would actually involve, if it came to that.

He approached it the way he approached everything he didn't know—honestly, without pretending the question wasn't there. He thought about what he knew of her body, and what he didn't know, and what Friday might involve if it came to that. He thought about it with the same practical attention he gave to everything that required understanding—not with anxiety, not with performance, as a question worth thinking through honestly.

He was not anxious about it. That was the thing he kept returning to and finding true. He was not anxious. He was—and he recognised this as something worth noting—simply curious, and attentive, and entirely willing. Whatever Friday held, he would be present in it the way he was present in everything that mattered. The rest was just the work of paying attention, which was something he had always known how to do.

He slept well.

On Friday evening Peter walked to Tenby Road at seven o'clock through the January dark of Ely. He knocked on the door and Colette opened it.

She was wearing the red dress and the white boots, a coat open over it, her hair done with careful and specific attention. She looked, in the lamplight of the doorway, exactly like what she was—a woman who has spent a day assembling something exact and has arrived at it precisely right.

Peter looked at her.

"You look beautiful," he said.

"You came," she said.

"I said I would," he said.

She gathered her bag and pulled her coat close and they walked to the bus stop together.

The Top Rank was on Queen Street, occupying the basement level and the ground floor rear of the building, one of Cardiff's largest dance venues and on a Friday evening in January exactly as full as you would expect. The main hall at the bottom of the stairs was already moving when they arrived. Peter collected drinks from the bar and they made their way upstairs to the Friary.

The Friary bar was quieter, the music subdued, popular with couples. They settled at a corner table and the conversation came easily, the ease of two people who have been apart for a week discovering that the absence has deepened what they have.

She told him about the day—the morning in the shops, the sandwich in the Hayes, the boutique on St Mary Street. He listened and said he was glad she'd bought the dress.

He told her about the course. About Graham from Newport and the Thursday evening gathering.

She asked what he had said about her.

He told her. Her name, that she was from Ely. That he was very glad to have met her.

She held his gaze.

"That's all?" she said. Not fishing. Asking something more specific.

"That's all," he said. "That's what there was to say."

Something settled in her that he could see without being entirely sure he understood, and he thought that perhaps he did understand, and that understanding it was the important thing.

They had been in the Friary for the better part of an hour when the man approached.

He was in his early forties, well-dressed like a man who travels regularly and has learned to travel well—a dark suit, shoes that had been properly looked after. He had the easy confidence of a man who is comfortable in rooms he hasn't been in before. He looked at them both with an expression that was friendly and slightly uncertain, hoping to be forgiven for the intrusion.

"Excuse me," he said. To both of them, but addressed in truth to Colette. "I apologise for interrupting. I'm on my own this evening." He smiled, the smile of a man who knows exactly what he's doing and is doing it anyway. "And it seemed a shame not to say hello."

He said it with a slight Irish lilt. Dublin, Peter thought. South side.

"You're a long way from home," Peter said.

"I am." The man smiled. "Seamus. I was here for the match last week. The Five Nations. Ireland and Wales." A rueful expression. "I had business to attend to afterwards, otherwise I'd have been home by now. Perhaps that's for the best—I'm not sure Dublin was ready to receive me after a twenty-five to nine defeat."

"I am choosing to regard it as a learning experience," Seamus said, with the resignation of a man who has spent his life following Ireland. He nodded at the empty chair beside the table. "May I, for just a moment?"

Peter glanced at Colette. She gave the faint nod that meant yes. Seamus sat.

He was good company in the way of men who have moved through the world comfortably—stories told well, a dry wit deployed without effort, genuine interest in what they said in return. He asked about Cardiff and listened to the answers. He talked about Dublin and the Arms Park and the grief of losing a rugby match badly in a city that is not your own. Colette found herself smiling at the right moments and meaning it.

His eyes kept returning to her. Not in any way that felt intrusive—the attention of a man who has encountered someone he finds genuinely striking and is being honest about it without being rude.

After a little while the music in the main hall changed to something slower, its bass note audible even upstairs in the Friary.

Seamus looked at Peter.

"I wonder," he said, in the careful formal manner of a man of his generation addressing the correct person, "whether you'd object if I asked your companion for a dance?"

Peter opened his mouth.

"Thank you," Colette said. Warmly, without hesitation, before Peter could produce a word. "That's very kind. But I think I'll sit this one out."

Seamus looked at her. He absorbed the fact that she had answered, and the grace with which she had done so, and he accepted both without any sign of affront. He smiled—a genuine smile, the smile of a man who knows when he's been handled well.

"Of course," he said. He looked at her with something that was not quite wistfulness but was adjacent to it. "Can I ask your name?"

"Colette," she said.

He repeated it. The Irish pronunciation sat differently on the word—softer on the first syllable, the second held a fraction longer, something in the vowel that turned it into a slightly different name in his mouth without changing it entirely.

"Colette," he said again, as if settling it. "In Ireland that would suit you very well."

She smiled. "I'll take that."

He stood, nodded to them both with the formal courtesy of someone who has been properly brought up, and made his way back toward the bar.

There was a moment of quiet at the table.

"You didn't have to do that," Peter said.

"I know," she said. She was looking at the grain of the table, the slight smile still present. "I wanted to."

He looked at her. He understood, or thought he did—the arithmetic she was always running, the calculations of a woman who had learned to assess an evening carefully. Tonight was not for complications. Tonight was precisely what it was and she had decided to keep it that way.

What he didn't say—what he looked at only later, and not comfortably—was that the thing which had moved through him when Seamus looked at her across the table with that frank and uncomplicated appreciation had been jealousy. Plain, and hot, and unmistakable. When the man had asked to dance there had been a half-second in which Peter had wanted to stand up, put a flat hand on that well-travelled dark suit, and tell him to find another table. The force of it had surprised him. He had never thought of himself as a possessive man—had never been given the occasion to find out—and here it was, the sharp and not very admirable wish to mark what was his in front of another man who had noticed her. He was not proud of it. But there was no dressing it up as anything finer, and he did not entirely try to.

He was, somewhere during the third drink in the Friary bar, confused and excited in roughly equal measure—not about what she had told him of herself, which was simply part of who she was and not a category he was processing separately from the rest of her—but about the unprecedented quality of what was happening to him. He had been out with girls before. He had not been out with anyone who made him feel quite like this. He was working toward the name for it.

They went down to the main hall later and danced—moving with the music, warm and close and present with each other. At some point a slow song came on and she put her head on his shoulder and he held her and neither of them said anything and the room moved around them at its own Friday night velocity.

It was a good evening. Simply and unreservedly good, the kind that tells you something is becoming what it is.

They took a taxi back to Ely in the early hours. The house was dark—her parents were away at a family wedding, the weekend planned long before any of this had happened. She had said nothing about it during the evening, but he had understood when she gave the address to the driver without hesitation and he had understood again when the house came into view with all its lights off.

She found her key. He followed her inside.

The house was cold, that deep chill of rooms that have been empty since morning, the snow pressing its silence in from outside. Colette put the lamp on in the front room and went to make coffee while Peter settled onto the sofa. She came back and sat beside him and the room was cold enough that their breath was faintly visible.

She leaned forward and lit the gas fire. The blue flame caught and spread with a soft whomp, the amber warmth beginning immediately to push back against the winter chill. The room took on that particular quality—intimate, warm, slightly outside of ordinary time—that only a gas fire on a cold night can produce.

She settled back beside him.

The coffee sat untouched for approximately thirty seconds.

She turned to him and kissed him, and he kissed her back.

What followed had the quality of things that happen without agenda, without performance, in the amber warmth of a gas fire on a winter night. He undressed her slowly—the red dress, the silk, the boots last—with the careful attention she had already come to associate with everything he did. Nothing rushed. Nothing careless.

She stood before him in the firelight and he looked at her—all of her, the whole of her, exactly as she was—with an expression that was completely appreciative. Not examining. Not assessing. Just looking at her the way you look at something that is genuinely worth looking at.

He reached out and took her hands.

She stood before him entirely naked in the amber warmth of the gas fire, and she felt something she had never felt before in her life—completely seen, completely accepted, completely herself.

He attended to her with the same matter-of-fact tenderness with which he had approached everything about her from the first moment—unhurried, reading her, his eyes on her face throughout. She felt the warmth of his acceptance in her whole body, in a way that had nothing to do with the body and everything to do with it.

It was not all of it. It was the beginning of it, and neither of them was in any hurry, and the not-hurrying was its own kind of tenderness.

Afterwards they lay together on the sofa, Colette curled against him, his arm around her. The gas fire ticked. Outside the snow lay deep on Tenby Road.

After a time Peter stirred. He looked at her in the firelight, honest and unhurried.

"I want to," he said simply. "But I don't know—"

"I know," she said.

And she told him. Quietly and without embarrassment—what was needed, what he would need to do first. The patience required. He listened with the same quality of attention he brought to everything she told him. Taking it in. Filing it as information that mattered.

"Right," he said. Simply and without any performance of surprise or discomfort. Just: right. I understand. I'll remember.

She reached out her hand. In the amber firelight, entirely unselfconscious in a way she would not have thought possible earlier in the evening.

Peter took it.

She led him upstairs to her bedroom where the streetlight came in softly through the curtains and the world
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