

Chapter 1

The day started like any other. I was sitting at the kitchen table, spooning soggy cereal into my mouth while scrolling through job postings on my phone. The screen glared back with endless listings that all seemed to require ten years of experience for entry-level positions. Classic. My degree in finance, which I once thought would make me a high-powered stockbroker by now, was doing little more than collecting dust. The only thing it was good for at the moment was propping up my laptop on my desk, which somehow felt like an insult.

Across from me, Molly was her usual whirlwind of chaos and caffeine. Her sketchpad sat open beside her untouched coffee, the steam long gone, and she was scribbling furiously like she was racing against the clock. Loose strands of her honey-blonde hair framed her face, and she kept pushing them back with that pencil she always seemed to have tucked behind her ear. Every so often, she’d pause, squint at her laptop screen, and type something with the intensity of someone hacking into the Pentagon.

Molly worked as a junior designer at Wattel and Mason, one of the city’s most prestigious fashion houses. And by “junior,” I mean she did about 95% of the work while her boss took all the credit. Not that Molly ever complained—she thrived on chaos like some kind of fashionable tornado.

“Hey, have you seen this?” I asked, holding up my phone. “Apparently, I can make six figures selling NFTs of pictures of sandwiches. That’s the kind of job market we’re in now.”

Molly didn’t even glance up. “You’d have to make sandwiches first. Pretty sure cereal doesn’t count.”

“Cereal is a perfectly valid meal,” I shot back, though it came out garbled because I’d just shoved another spoonful into my mouth.

She finally looked up, her hazel eyes sparkling with that mischievous glint she always got when she was about to say something absurd. Her lips curled into a smile that was equal parts innocent and devious. “Speaking of perfectly valid meals, you’re going to love what I’m about to ask you.”

I froze mid-chew, narrowing my eyes at her. “That sounds suspiciously like a setup.”

“Oh, it’s not a setup,” she said, her tone dripping with mock sincerity. “It’s an opportunity.”

“An opportunity,” I repeated flatly. “You know, when you say things like that, it usually ends with me regretting my life choices.”

“Do you want to hear it or not?”

I sighed, setting my phone down and giving her my best “this better be good” look. “Fine. I’m listening.”

She took a deep breath, setting her pencil down like she was about to deliver a TED Talk. “Okay, so, you know how I’ve been working on a submission for fashion week, right?”

“Of course. You’ve been talking about it in your sleep,” I said, smirking. “Last night, you mumbled something about ‘asymmetrical pleats’ and scared the hell out of me. I thought we were being attacked by origami ninjas.”

She rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide her smile. “That’s not the point. The point is, I’ve finished the dress. It’s perfect. It’s exactly what I need to stand out. But there’s just one tiny, itsy-bitsy problem.”

I immediately tensed. “What kind of problem?”

She leaned forward, her tone dropping to an almost conspiratorial whisper. “I don’t have a model.”

I blinked. “You work for one of the biggest fashion houses in the city. How do you not have a model?”

“Because,” she said, drawing the word out like she was explaining something to a five-year-old, “this is a personal submission. I can’t use any of the agency’s models. If I want to submit this dress, I have to provide my own photos, taken outside of work. And I need someone who fits the dress perfectly.”

I stared at her, the realization hitting me like a freight train. “No. Absolutely not.”

“You haven’t even heard what I’m going to ask yet!” she protested, throwing her hands up.

“I don’t need to. If it involves me wearing that dress, the answer is no.”

“But you haven’t even seen the dress!” she countered, her voice rising in indignation.

“I don’t need to see the dress,” I said firmly, crossing my arms. “The answer is still no.”

Her eyes narrowed, and she tilted her head like a predator sizing up its prey. “You’re being dramatic.”

“No, I’m being reasonable. Dramatic would be me setting my cereal on fire for extra effect.”

She ignored the jab and kept going, her voice taking on that sugary-sweet tone she used when she was trying to manipulate me. “It’s stunning. And it’s not like I’m asking you to wear it in public. Just a few pictures. Nobody will even know it’s you.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Then why not hire someone?”

She sighed, as if I was the one being difficult. “Because the dress is tailored to someone petite, and you’re the only one I know who’s the right size. You’re five foot five, you weigh as much as a feather, and you have long, gorgeous hair—”

“Whoa, stop right there,” I cut in, holding up a hand. “Are you seriously complimenting me as a potential female model? That’s a new low, even for you.”

“It’s not a compliment, it’s a fact,” she said matter-of-factly. “You’re tiny and adorable. Own it.”

I groaned, slumping back in my chair. “You’re unbelievable.”

“And you’re perfect for this,” she shot back, her grin widening. “Seriously, you’d be saving my life. Think of it as a favor to your very best friend.”

“First of all, you’re not dying,” I said, pointing a spoon at her. “Second, I’m pretty sure real friends don’t ask each other to cross-dress before noon.”

“Oh, please,” she said with a dramatic eye roll. “It’s not cross-dressing—it’s art.”

“Pretty sure that’s what they told the guy who ended up in a tutu for that viral TikTok,” I muttered.

She clapped her hands together like she’d just won the argument. “Exactly! And he went viral. This could be your big break!”

I stared at her, deadpan. “In what universe is wearing a dress my ‘big break’?”

“The universe where you stop complaining and help me out,” she said sweetly, batting her lashes.

I sighed again, pinching the bridge of my nose. This was going to be a long morning.

This wasn’t the first time Molly had roped me into her fashion experiments. Back in college, when she was still figuring out her design style, I had let her use me as a mannequin more times than I cared to admit. She’d toss a half-finished garment over my head, squint at it like a mad scientist, and then start pinning fabric dangerously close to parts of my anatomy I didn’t want impaled.

I’d stand there, stiff as a board, while she muttered things like, “The hem needs to be shorter, but not too short. I’m going for flirty, not desperate.” Or, “Does this neckline scream avant-garde, or does it just scream?” Meanwhile, I’d try not to sneeze or move, because the last time I’d shifted, she’d jabbed a pin into my side and yelled, “You’re ruining my vision!”

It had been awkward, sure, but manageable. I was behind closed doors, and there were no witnesses—just me, Molly, and her mountain of fabric scraps.

This, however, was different. Modeling a dress for a few private fittings was one thing. Posing for actual photos? That was a whole new level of uncomfortable. Photos had a way of sticking around, of resurfacing at the worst possible moments. Like during a job interview. Or a wedding toast slideshow. Or when your friends decided to Google your name after a few too many beers.

I could already picture it: my future boss scrolling through my LinkedIn profile, nodding approvingly at my resume, and then pausing when a side tab suggested, “Is this you in a dress?” Spoiler alert—it would be.

Molly must have sensed my hesitation because she gave me that look. The one that could melt steel. It was a mix of wide-eyed innocence, a tiny pout, and just enough guilt to make me feel like I was personally holding her back from achieving her dreams. She wielded it like a weapon, and she knew exactly how effective it was.

“Please?” she said, softening her voice to a tone that could probably convince a jury to acquit. “This could be my one shot at getting noticed. Fashion week submissions are huge. If this gets picked up, it could change everything for me. For us.”

“For us?” I repeated, raising an eyebrow.

“Well, yeah,” she said, her grin turning sly. “If I make it big, you get to say you were my first model. That’s bragging rights for life. People will be like, ‘Oh my God, you’re the guy in the iconic dress?’ You’ll be famous by association.”

“Famous for wearing a dress,” I deadpanned. “Just what every guy dreams of.”

She waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, stop being so dramatic. It’s not like I’m asking you to walk a runway in heels.”

“Yet,” I muttered under my breath.

She ignored me, leaning forward with her elbows on the table, her eyes practically sparkling. “I’m serious, though. This could be huge. You have no idea how competitive these submissions are. If I don’t stand out, I’m toast. Burnt toast. The kind you have to scrape with a knife to make edible.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. This was her thing—her dream. And as much as I wanted to say no, I knew I was already halfway to caving. Molly had that effect on people. Especially me.

“You’re not playing fair,” I said, narrowing my eyes at her.

“I’m not above a little emotional manipulation when my dreams are on the line,” she admitted, grinning shamelessly.

I groaned, slumping back in my chair. She was impossible to argue with, mostly because she was so damn honest about how manipulative she could be. It was like trying to fight a puppy that had just stolen your shoe—it was technically wrong, but also kind of endearing.

“Fine,” I said finally, throwing up my hands in defeat. “I’ll do it. But just for the record, I’m doing this under protest.”

Her face lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. “You won’t regret this! It’s going to be amazing!”

“I already regret this,” I muttered, stabbing my spoon into the last soggy remnants of my cereal.

She ignored me completely, already bouncing out of her chair to grab her sketchpad. “Okay, so here’s the plan. We’ll do the shoot tomorrow afternoon. I’ll set up a backdrop in the living room, and we can use some of that natural light from the window. Oh, and I’ll need to style your hair—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I interrupted, holding up a hand. “Nobody said anything about styling my hair.”

“Of course I have to style your hair,” she said matter-of-factly. “You can’t just throw on the dress and call it a day. This is fashion, not laundry day.”

I groaned again, already regretting every life choice that had led me to this moment. “You’re unbelievable.”

“And you’re the best,” she said sweetly, blowing me a kiss before disappearing down the hall to start preparing for my transformation.

As I sat there at the kitchen table, staring at the empty bowl in front of me, I couldn’t help but wonder how I’d let this happen. Molly had a way of pulling me into her world of controlled chaos, and before I knew it, I was knee-deep in whatever scheme she’d cooked up.

But then again, that was Molly. And if I was being honest—though I’d never admit it to her—I kind of loved the madness.

Molly wasted no time dragging me into her makeshift studio, which was really just the corner of our apartment crammed with sewing supplies, fabric scraps, and a dress form that had seen better days. Molly called it her “creative sanctuary.” I called it a deathtrap, mostly because I’d stepped on more sewing pins in here than I cared to admit.

The dress in question was hanging on the form, and for a moment, I forgot to complain. I had to admit, it was stunning. A deep emerald green with intricate beading along the bodice, it shimmered under the single spotlight Molly had rigged up with a desk lamp and some duct tape. It looked like something straight out of a fairy tale—or a movie where the heroine shows up to a ball and everyone gasps, “Who is she?”

Molly saw my expression and jumped on it immediately. “See? Isn’t it gorgeous?” she asked, practically vibrating with excitement.

“It’s a dress,” I replied flatly, trying to regain control of the situation. “I don’t know how to judge dresses.”

She rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck. “Trust me, it’s gorgeous. And it’s going to look amazing on you.”

I pointed at the dress like it was a bomb about to go off. “I think you’re forgetting something very important: I’m not a woman. This dress is not going to ‘look amazing’ on me. It’s going to look like I got lost on my way to a drag show.”

Molly tilted her head, considering this. “Hmm. You’re right. We’ll have to do something about your arms. They’re a little… muscular for the vibe I’m going for.”

I stared at her, incredulous. “Did you just call me too buff to wear this dress?”

She smirked. “Don’t let it go to your head, Arnold. It’s just an observation.”

“I hate you.”

“No, you don’t,” she said dismissively, already rummaging through a box of accessories. “Now, let’s talk shoes.”

I groaned, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Do I at least get a say in the shoes?”

“Nope. Heels are non-negotiable.”

I glanced at the pair she’d pulled out—strappy stilettos that looked more like medieval torture devices than footwear. “Yeah, I’m definitely going to break an ankle in those.”

“Then walk carefully,” she said, without a shred of sympathy.

“You’re enjoying this way too much,” I said, narrowing my eyes at her.

“Maybe a little,” she admitted, her grin so wide it was almost cartoonish.

As she started pulling out makeup and jewelry, I felt the creeping pang of dread settle in my stomach. This was really happening. I was about to be turned into a life-sized Barbie doll, complete with accessories and, apparently, a full face of makeup.

“Do I have to wear eyeliner?” I asked, watching as she dumped enough cosmetics onto the desk to stock a department store.

“Yes.”

“And lipstick?”

“Absolutely.”

“What about dignity? Do I get to keep any of that?”

She paused, tapping her chin like she was actually considering it. “Hmm. No. But I’ll let you keep your eyebrows. Deal?”

“I don’t think that’s how deals work,” I muttered, but it was too late. She was already holding up a tube of lipstick like some kind of war paint.

“Alright,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Let’s get this over with.”

Molly’s grin widened, and for a split second, I wondered if I’d made a terrible mistake. “That’s the spirit! Now, let’s make you fabulous.”

She pounced like a stylist on a makeover show, holding up fabric swatches and debating out loud whether emerald or gold earrings would “bring out my eyes.” My eyes, for the record, were currently screaming, Help me.

“I feel like I should warn you,” I said as she started dabbing something cold and wet onto my face, “I’ve never worn makeup before. I might be allergic to… all of this.”

“You’re not allergic,” she said without even looking at me.

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do. You’ve used sunscreen before, right?”

“Yeah?”

“Then you’ll be fine.” She stepped back to inspect her work, squinting at me like an artist deciding whether to add more paint to a canvas. “Hmm. Your cheekbones are better than I thought. That’s really going to help.”

“Help what?”

“The illusion.”

I groaned. “This isn’t an illusion; it’s a crime against nature.”

“Stop whining. You’re going to look fantastic.”

I sighed, resigning myself to my fate. As ridiculous as this was, I knew I couldn’t back out now. Molly had been there for me through thick and thin—like the time she stayed up all night helping me cram for my econ final, or the time she bailed me out when my car broke down in the middle of nowhere. The least I could do was wear a stupid dress for a few hours.

Still, I couldn’t resist one last jab. “You know, if these photos ever leak, I’m holding you personally responsible.”

She grinned, not the least bit intimidated. “If these photos ever leak, I’ll make sure they go viral. You’ll be famous.”

“Famous for wearing a dress,” I muttered. “Just what every guy dreams of.”

“Exactly,” she said, stepping back with a flourish. “Now, shut up and put on the dress. We’ve got work to do.”

I looked at the dress, then at her, then back at the dress. “If I break the zipper, you’re buying me a pizza.”

“Deal,” she said, tossing me the stilettos. “But if you break the heels, you’re buying me a pizza. A fancy one.”

“I hate you,” I said again, slipping into the dress.

“No, you don’t,” she replied, her voice smug. “But I love you too, darling.”

And with that, my transformation into Molly’s personal mannequin was officially underway.


Chapter 2

I had no idea what I’d signed up for. Scratch that—I did know, but I’d somehow underestimated just how insane Molly could be when she was in full-on work mode. The second I agreed to help, she transformed from my best friend into a tyrannical fashion overlord, barking commands and moving at a speed that made me question if she was secretly powered by caffeine and chaos. There was no turning back now.

“Alright, first things first,” she said, dragging a chair into the living room and pointing at it like a drill sergeant. “Sit. Makeup time.”

“Makeup?” I asked, hovering awkwardly near the chair. “Don’t you just, I don’t know, slap some powder on my face and call it a day?”

Molly let out a laugh so loud and theatrical that I almost jumped. “Oh, sweetie, no. No, no, no. Makeup isn’t just powder. It’s an art. And right now, your face is my blank canvas.”

“That’s comforting,” I muttered, reluctantly plopping into the chair. “Just try not to paint me like one of those creepy clowns you see in horror movies, alright?”

She ignored me entirely and grabbed her makeup bag, which was less of a bag and more of a suitcase. No, scratch that—it was a trunk. The sheer number of brushes, palettes, tubes, and mysterious tools she began pulling out was enough to make me second-guess every choice I’d made up to this point.

“Where did you even get all this stuff?” I asked, eyeing the arsenal.

“Years of practice,” she replied as she pinned back my long black hair with the precision of a surgeon. “And a lot of impulse buying.”

“Impulse buying? This looks like Sephora exploded in here.”

“Shush. I’m working.”

She started by brushing something cold and slimy onto my face.

“What’s this?” I asked, trying not to flinch as she smeared it over my skin.

“Moisturizer.”

“I don’t need moisturizer. My face is fine.”

She let out a sharp laugh. “Your face is dry. If I put foundation on you right now, you’d look like a lizard shedding its skin. Now hold still.”

I sighed and resigned myself to my fate. She worked with the focus of a mad scientist, muttering things under her breath like “blend, blend, blend” and “contour is key.”

“You know,” she said as she dabbed some sort of cream onto my cheeks, “you really don’t appreciate how great your hair is. Long, silky, naturally dark—it’s wasted on you.”

“Thanks,” I said, deadpan. “Glad to know my genetics are a disappointment.”

She ignored my sarcasm, moving on to what she called “primer,” which felt like she was spackling my face for a home improvement project.

“What’s this stuff for?” I asked, wincing as she poked at my nose.

“It smooths everything out so the foundation goes on better,” she explained.

“Foundation? I thought you just said my face was dry. Now you’re building a house on it?”

She snorted. “Trust me, when I’m done, you’ll thank me.”

Doubtful.

Next came concealer, which she dabbed under my eyes with the precision of someone defusing a bomb.

“What’s this?” I asked again.

“Concealer. You’ve got dark circles.”

“I work late hours,” I defended.

“No, you binge-watch late hours,” she corrected without missing a beat.

Touché.

The real torture began when she moved on to eyeliner and mascara. Every time the brush came near my eyes, I flinched like she was wielding a weapon.

“Stop blinking!” she snapped, her tone somewhere between annoyed and amused.

“You’re poking my eyeball with a stick!”

“It’s not a stick; it’s a wand,” she corrected, waving it in front of my face like a magic spell. “And if you keep flinching, I’m going to glue your eyes shut with fake lashes.”

I froze, staring at her. “You wouldn’t dare.”

She raised an eyebrow, her expression daring me to test her. “Oh, I absolutely would.”

Deciding that I valued my ability to see, I forced myself to sit still, though I couldn’t stop my eyes from watering every time she got close.

“Stop crying,” she said, clearly unimpressed.

“I’m not crying! My eyes are just rebelling against this entire process.”

When she finally stepped back, I blinked a few times, half-expecting my eyelids to feel heavier with all the gunk she’d applied. “Is it over?”

“Not even close,” she said cheerfully, grabbing a tube of lipstick.

“Oh, come on. Lipstick? Do I really need that?”

“Yes. It ties the look together.”

I groaned but didn’t argue. By the time she finished, I reluctantly admitted—even if only to myself—that I looked…different. My features were softer, smoother, and, dare I say it, kind of feminine. Not that I’d ever tell Molly that.

She clapped her hands together and stepped back to admire her work, beaming like a proud parent. “Perfect. Now, time for the real challenge.”

I frowned. “What’s the real challenge?”

She held up a pair of emerald green heels that matched the dress, her grin widening. “Walking.”

I stared at the shoes like they were weapons of mass destruction. “You want me to walk in those?”

“Not just walk. Strut,” she said with an alarming amount of enthusiasm.

“Yeah, that’s not happening,” I said, crossing my arms. “I’ll wear the dress, I’ll sit for the photos, but I draw the line at strutting in heels.”

“Oh, don’t be such a baby,” she said, already kneeling down to shove the shoes onto my feet.

“Do you even know my shoe size?”

“Nope. But I’m guessing you’re a solid eight, maybe eight and a half.”

I stared at her in disbelief. “How do you know that?”

“Because I’m a genius,” she said smugly, standing up and giving me an expectant look. “Now, up you go.”

With a heavy sigh, I got to my feet. Or at least, I tried to. The second I stood up, my ankles wobbled like they were made of jelly.

“See? This is why I said no heels!”

“Relax,” Molly said, steadying me. “It’s all about balance. Just take a step.”

I cautiously shifted my weight, and the heel immediately wobbled again. “I’m going to die,” I muttered.

“You’re not going to die. Worst-case scenario, you fall, and I get it on video,” she said brightly.

I glared at her. “You’re the worst.”

“And you’re fabulous,” she shot back. “Now, let’s practice. We’ve got work to do.”

“This is impossible,” I grumbled, wobbling precariously in the heels as I clung to the back of a chair like it was my lifeline. My knuckles were white, my ankles were shaking, and my dignity had officially left the building. “How do women do this? Are their feet made of steel? Is there a secret training program I missed?”

“It’s not impossible,” Molly replied, lounging on the couch with one leg casually crossed over the other. She looked far too amused by my struggle. “It’s all about balance.”

She stood up, grabbed an imaginary microphone, and strutted across the living room like she was headlining Paris Fashion Week. “Heel-to-toe, heel-to-toe,” she said in a sing-song voice, her hips swaying effortlessly. “And don’t stomp. Glide. Think swan, not elephant.”

“Yeah, I’m less swan and more drunk flamingo,” I muttered, wobbling as I attempted to mimic her movements. My left ankle gave a dangerous little tremor, and I clung tighter to the chair. “This is a deathtrap. I’ve seen horror movies that are less terrifying than these shoes.”

“Stop overthinking it,” she said, sauntering back over to me. Her tone was calm and reassuring, like a yoga instructor dealing with a particularly uncoordinated student. “Your problem is you’re fighting the heels. You have to trust them.”

I shot her a look. “Trust them? They’re heels, not people. They don’t have my best interests at heart.”

She rolled her eyes and grabbed my shoulders, spinning me around like I was a malfunctioning mannequin. “Alright, let’s fix this. Chin up, shoulders back, core tight.”

“Core tight?” I asked, confused. “I don’t even know where my core is.”

“It’s the thing under all those pizza rolls you eat,” she said, smirking.

“Hey, those pizza rolls have been there for me when you weren’t,” I shot back.

“Fair,” she admitted, but her hands didn’t move from my shoulders. “Now focus. Engage your abs, or whatever you’ve got going on down there. And stop slouching—you look like a wilting flower.”

“A wilting flower?” I repeated incredulously. “I’m pretty sure I look more like a giraffe on roller skates.”

She ignored my protest and stepped back, gesturing for me to try again. “Alright, go. Heel-to-toe. Glide. Pretend you’re royalty. You’re not just walking—you’re floating.”

“Floating?” I muttered under my breath. “I’m barely surviving.”

Taking a deep breath, I released my death grip on the chair and took a tentative step forward. The heel wobbled beneath me, but somehow, I stayed upright. Encouraged, I tried another step. Then another. For a brief, glorious moment, I thought I was getting the hang of it.

“See?” Molly said, clapping her hands together in mock celebration. “I told you—”

And that’s when my ankle betrayed me.

One second I was upright, and the next, gravity decided it had other plans. My ankle buckled, I pitched forward, and the coffee table rushed up to greet me.

Luckily, Molly was quick. She grabbed me by the arm and yanked me back before I could face-plant into our collection of old magazines and half-melted candles.

“Okay,” she said, her voice shaking with suppressed laughter as she steadied me. “Maybe we’ll stick to standing poses for now. You know, save the walking lessons for…never.”

“Fantastic idea,” I muttered, collapsing onto the couch and yanking the heels off with the kind of rage usually reserved for exes and bad Wi-Fi connections. “I’ll just be the world’s first sitting supermodel. Call Vogue. Tell them I’m redefining the industry.”

She ignored my melodramatics, grinning as she plucked the heels from my hands and set them aside. “Don’t tempt me. Now, let’s get you into the dress.”

I frowned, already regretting my life choices. “You mean there’s more?”

“Oh, sweetie,” she said, grabbing the emerald green dress from where it was draped over the back of the couch. “We’ve barely started.”

The dress was more intricate than I’d realized. Up close, I could see the delicate beading along the bodice, the way the fabric shimmered like liquid emeralds in the light. It was beautiful—objectively. But the idea of me wearing it still felt like some kind of elaborate prank.

Molly held it up in front of me, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Okay, arms up.”

I hesitated. “Do I have to?”

“Yes. Unless you want me to call in reinforcements to wrestle you into it.”

“Fine,” I grumbled, raising my arms like a kid being forced into a winter coat.

She slipped the dress over my head and started adjusting it, tugging at the fabric and smoothing out the flowy skirt. The beaded bodice hugged my chest in a way that was both impressive and mildly concerning.

“Why does this fit me so well?” I asked suspiciously as she stepped back to inspect her work. “Did you…tailor this for me?”

She grinned. “Maybe.”

I stared at her. “Molly.”

“What? I needed someone with your proportions, and you’re the only person I know who fits the bill. It’s not my fault you have the perfect frame for couture.”

“I feel like I should be insulted,” I muttered, adjusting the straps.

“You should feel flattered,” she said, grabbing a lint roller and running it down the skirt. “You look incredible.”

I glanced at the mirror propped up against the wall and froze.

I barely recognized myself. The dress fit like a second skin, the fabric cascading over my body in a way that was…unsettlingly convincing. Combined with the makeup and my long black hair, I didn’t just look like someone else—I looked like someone who belonged on the cover of a magazine.

“I look like a Disney princess,” I muttered, half in awe, half in horror.

Molly beamed, clearly taking it as a compliment. “Exactly! Now, let’s get to work.”

She grabbed the heels again and held them out to me, a wicked grin on her face.

“Oh, no,” I said, backing away. “We agreed on standing poses. No walking.”

“Relax,” she said, shoving them into my hands. “You don’t have to walk. Just wear them. They complete the look.”

I sighed, slipping the shoes back on and wobbling to my feet.

“Alright,” she said, grabbing her camera and adjusting the lighting. “Let’s make you fabulous.”

I glanced at my reflection one more time and shook my head. This was going to be a long day.

Molly had transformed the corner of our apartment into what she proudly called her “studio.” To me, it looked more like a crime scene waiting to happen. A white backdrop was draped across the wall with duct tape, the ring light was precariously balanced on a stack of books, and our coffee table had been pushed aside to make space. I eyed the setup warily, already anticipating the moment something would collapse.

“Alright,” Molly said, holding up a pair of dangly emerald earrings and a chunky bracelet. “Put these on. They’ll complete the look.”

“Do I really need accessories?” I asked, reluctantly taking them.

“Yes, you do. Accessories make the outfit,” she said, inspecting me with a critical eye. “Without them, you’re just a guy in a dress. With them, you’re high fashion.”

I snorted. “Yeah, because the heels weren’t enough to sell that.”

She ignored me and shoved me in front of the camera. “Okay, stand there. Don’t move. And for the love of all things stylish, try to look like you’re enjoying yourself.”

“Enjoying myself?” I asked, arching an eyebrow. “Molly, I’m wearing a dress, makeup, and shoes that are actively trying to kill me. What part of this screams ‘fun’ to you?”

She didn’t miss a beat. “The part where you’re helping your best friend achieve her dreams. Now, relax. Pretend you’re confident.”

“Pretend?” I said, crossing my arms.

“Fake it till you make it,” she replied, snapping the first photo with no warning.

The flash caught me mid-sentence, my expression frozen somewhere between confusion and annoyance.

“Nope,” she said immediately, shaking her head. “That’s not it. Tilt your head slightly to the left. No, your other left. And stop looking like you’re being held hostage.”

“This is a hostage situation,” I muttered, but I did as she asked, tilting my head and attempting what I hoped was a neutral expression.

She snapped another photo, then groaned. “Oh my God, why do you look like you’re about to be interrogated? Loosen up!”

“I don’t know what to do with my face!” I shot back. “What’s the default setting for ‘not awkward’?”

She sighed dramatically, setting the camera down and rubbing her temples like a frustrated director dealing with a diva. “Alright, new plan. Shake it out.”

I blinked at her. “Shake what out?”

“Your whole body. Just…ugh, never mind. Watch.”

She stepped back and demonstrated, flailing her arms and legs like an inflatable tube man outside a car dealership. “Like this. Loosen up your muscles. Get rid of all that tension.”

“I’m not doing that,” I said flatly.

“Yes, you are.”

“No, I’m not.”

She crossed her arms, giving me a look that could have melted steel. “Do you want this to be over faster?”

I groaned, defeated, and reluctantly mimicked her movements. My arms flopped awkwardly, and my legs shuffled like I was trying to shake off an invisible swarm of bees.

“There,” she said, grinning. “Doesn’t that feel better?”

“No,” I replied. “I feel like an idiot.”

“Perfect! Now hold onto that energy,” she said, grabbing the camera again.

The next hour was a blur of instructions, awkward poses, and Molly’s increasingly dramatic sighs.

“Try this,” she said at one point, demonstrating a pose with her hand on her hip and her chin tilted up.

I tried to copy it, but my arm felt like it was in the wrong place, and my chin was definitely too high. “Do I look ridiculous?”

“No,” she said, snapping a photo. “You look…unique.”

“That’s not comforting.”

At another point, the strap of the dress slipped off my shoulder, and I froze.

“Uh, wardrobe malfunction!” I yelped, grabbing the strap and holding it in place. “We’re one move away from a very awkward photoshoot.”

Molly burst out laughing, nearly dropping the camera. “Relax, I’ve got safety pins. Hold still.”

She darted forward, pinning the strap back in place with the efficiency of someone who’d done this a thousand times. “There. Crisis averted.”

“Easy for you to say. You’re not one wardrobe malfunction away from becoming a meme.”

She just grinned and kept snapping photos.

By the time we finished, I was ready to collapse. My feet were killing me, my cheeks hurt from fake smiling, and I was pretty sure the heels had shaved at least three years off my life expectancy.

Molly, on the other hand, looked like she’d just won the lottery. She flipped through the photos on her camera, nodding with satisfaction. “These are perfect,” she said, beaming. “You’re a natural.”

I collapsed onto the couch with a groan, yanking the heels off and tossing them to the side. “I’m a victim,” I corrected. “Please tell me this is over.”

“It’s over,” she said, patting my shoulder like a coach congratulating an exhausted athlete. “And you were amazing.”

I let out a long sigh of relief. “Good. Now I can go back to being a normal, manly man.”

Molly snorted, not even trying to hide her amusement. “Sure. If that’s what you want to call yourself.”

I ignored her and stretched out on the couch, savoring the sweet, sweet freedom of bare feet. Molly had already moved on, humming to herself as she uploaded the photos to her laptop.

As much as I hated to admit it, watching her excitement made the whole ordeal slightly less painful. Sure, I’d spent the last hour wobbling around in heels and worrying about accidentally flashing the camera, but seeing her so happy—so genuinely thrilled—almost made it worth it.

Almost.

“Hey,” she said suddenly, looking up from her laptop. “You know, if these photos go viral, you could become famous.”

I shot her a glare. “If these photos go viral, I’m changing my name and moving to a remote island.”

She laughed, waving me off. “Relax, drama queen. Nobody’s going to recognize you. You’re practically unrecognizable in the dress and makeup.”

“Great. I’m glad my complete loss of identity is reassuring to you.”

She grinned, turning back to her laptop. “Oh, stop pouting. You’ll thank me when I’m famous.”

I rolled my eyes, leaning back into the couch. This wasn’t exactly how I’d planned to spend my weekend, but at least it was over.

Or so I thought.


Chapter 3

The next few days passed uneventfully, which was exactly how I wanted them to pass. I had almost managed to forget the whole dress-and-photoshoot ordeal. My life had returned to its usual routine: sending out job applications that would inevitably be ignored, eating cereal for dinner like a true adult, and occasionally staring out the window while debating whether I had made a horrible mistake going into finance. Spoiler: I had.

Molly, meanwhile, had been glued to her laptop like a cryptic hacker in a spy movie. Every so often, I’d hear her muttering something like, “The lighting’s off in that one,” or, “Why didn’t I fix the hem in post?” followed by the aggressive sounds of her keyboard being assaulted. I figured she was obsessing over her submission, so I stayed out of her way. That was the unspoken rule in our apartment: when Molly was in “work mode,” you either stayed quiet or risked being roped into something.

I was halfway through drafting yet another soul-sucking cover letter when it happened.

“YES! YES! OH MY GOD, YES!”

The shriek was so loud, so sudden, I nearly sent my laptop flying off the table. My heart leapt into my throat, and for one horrifying second, I thought the building was on fire.

I bolted into the living room, bracing for some kind of emergency. Instead, I found Molly bouncing on the couch like a hyperactive kid on Christmas morning, clutching her phone so tightly I was amazed it hadn’t shattered.

“What happened?” I asked, cautiously stepping closer. “Did you win the lottery? Did someone finally invent calorie-free chocolate?”

She spun around, her face lit up with pure, unfiltered joy. “I GOT IN!”

I blinked. “Got in where?”

“My dress! It’s been shortlisted for fashion week!”

It took a second for the words to sink in. When they did, I broke into a grin. “That’s amazing! I told you it would happen!”

Before I could say anything else, she launched herself at me, wrapping me in a hug so tight I thought my ribs might crack. “You don’t understand,” she said, her voice muffled against my shoulder. “This is HUGE. If my dress gets selected, it’ll be on the runway! My name will be in the program! Designers from all over the world will see my work!”

“That’s incredible,” I said, patting her back awkwardly. “I’m so proud of you.”

She pulled back, her face practically glowing. “And it’s all thanks to you!”

I froze. “Wait a minute. What?”

“You! The photos! Your modeling made the dress look amazing!”

I grimaced, holding up a finger. “Okay, let’s pump the brakes. The dress looked amazing on its own. I was just the…coat rack.”

“Don’t be modest,” she said, waving me off as if my argument was irrelevant. “You did great. And now, we’re in!”

Before I could argue further, her phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen, and her expression shifted from euphoric to…confused.

“Huh,” she said, her brow furrowing.

“What is it?” I asked, already bracing for the worst.

“It’s an email from my boss,” she replied, reading it aloud. “‘Congratulations on your fashion week submission. The photos have generated a lot of interest. Several agencies have inquired about the model. Please bring them to the office tomorrow for a meeting.’”

I blinked. Twice. “Them? As in…me?”

Molly looked up from her phone, her smile turning sheepish. “Uh…yeah. Apparently, they want to meet you.”

“What?!” I yelped, my voice cracking like a teenager’s. “No! Absolutely not! I am not going anywhere near your office in a dress!”

“Relax,” she said quickly, holding up her hands like I was a wild animal she was trying to calm down. “You won’t have to wear anything. They probably just want to ask a few questions.”

“That’s not the point!” I said, pacing the room like a madman. “This was supposed to be a one-time thing! Nobody was supposed to know it was me! That was the deal!”

“And they don’t know it’s you,” she said, following me with her eyes. “Your face wasn’t in the photos, remember? They just know you’re the model.”

“Then why do they want to meet me?”

She hesitated, biting her lip. “Well…maybe they think you’re, like, a professional model. And they’re curious.”

I stopped pacing and stared at her. “Curious? Molly, I can barely walk in a straight line, let alone glide around like some kind of runway god. They’re going to take one look at me and realize I’m a fraud!”

“You’re not a fraud,” she said firmly. “You’re…unique.”

I shot her a glare. “That’s not helping.”

She sighed, walking over and placing a hand on my arm. “Look, I know this is weird. But if you show up, it’ll make me look good. And if I look good, they’ll take my submission seriously. I’m asking you for one more favor. Just come with me. Smile. Answer a few questions. You won’t have to wear anything uncomfortable, I promise.”

I groaned, sinking onto the couch. “You owe me so much pizza for this.”

“I’ll buy you all the pizza you want,” she said, sitting beside me.

“And breadsticks.”

“Done.”

“And one of those giant cookie pizzas.”

“Deal.”

I buried my face in my hands, letting out a long, defeated sigh. “This is a nightmare.”

“It’s not a nightmare,” she said, nudging me with her elbow. “It’s an opportunity. And besides, I’ll be right there with you. It’ll be fine.”

I lifted my head just enough to glare at her. “If this turns into some kind of ‘Pretty Woman’ situation, I’m out.”

She laughed, patting my shoulder. “Noted. Now, let’s figure out what you’re going to wear.”

“Wait, what?”

The next morning, I woke up to the unsettling sensation of being stared at. My eyes cracked open, and there she was—Molly—standing over me like some kind of overly enthusiastic villain, holding a cup of coffee and radiating pure determination.

“Good morning, my little mannequin,” she chirped, her voice far too cheerful for this hour.

“I hate you,” I muttered, squinting against the morning light as I grabbed the coffee from her hands.

“Drink up,” she said, ignoring my hostility. “We’ve got a big day ahead.”

I took a long sip, letting the caffeine work its magic on my barely functioning brain. “I’m not doing it,” I said firmly, my voice muffled against the mug. “I don’t care what your boss says. I’m not going.”

“Yes, you are,” she replied, her tone breezy but with an undertone of you’re not winning this fight. She perched on the edge of my bed, crossing her legs like she was settling in for a long negotiation.

“Nope,” I said, shaking my head for emphasis. “Not happening. I can’t believe we’re still talking about this. I refuse.”

“Do you know how rare it is for a junior designer to get this kind of attention?” she countered, her voice rising in exasperation. “If I walk into that meeting without a model, it’ll look bad. Like, really bad. I’ll look like I’m unprepared, and they’ll think I made up the whole thing!”

“Can’t you just tell them I’m out of town?” I suggested, taking another sip of coffee. “Or sick? Or dead? Dead seems like a solid excuse.”

She raised an unimpressed eyebrow, the universal signal for try harder. “And when they insist on rescheduling?”

I opened my mouth, but no clever excuse came to mind. Damn her logic.

“You’re overthinking this,” she said, leaning closer. “It’s one meeting. You’ll go in, smile, nod, answer a few questions, and then we’ll leave. No drama. No disasters. Easy.”

“Easy for you to say,” I grumbled. “You’re not the one they want to meet. You’ll be safely tucked away behind your laptop while I’m in the spotlight. What if they ask me to walk or pose or—God forbid—model something?”

“They won’t,” she said quickly, waving off my concerns. “They probably just want to meet the ‘mysterious model’ who made my dress look so good.”

“Molly, I hate to break it to you, but I’m not a model. I’m a guy who got tricked into wearing a dress because I owe you too many favors.”

“Tricked?” she repeated, feigning offense. “You volunteered.”

“You guilted me into it!”

She shrugged. “Same difference. Now finish that coffee and get up.”

I groaned, slumping back against the pillows. “I don’t know why you’re so convinced this is going to go well. What if they see me and laugh? What if they think you’re a joke because you used a random guy instead of a real model?”

“First of all, you’re not just a ‘random guy,’” she said, her tone softening. “You’re my best friend. And second, nobody’s going to laugh. They loved the photos. They’re curious about who you are. That’s a good thing.”

I stared at her, unconvinced.

And that’s when she hit me with The Look.

You know the one—the patented Molly Look. It was a devastating combination of guilt, expectation, and just a hint of a pout. It was the same look she used when she wanted me to take out the trash, try her experimental cooking, or sit through yet another rom-com marathon. It was unfair. It was manipulative. And it worked every single time.

“Fine,” I said, throwing the covers off with an exaggerated sigh. “But I’m not wearing heels.”

“Deal,” she said immediately, grinning like she’d just won the lottery. “Now get up. We’ve got work to do.”

“Work?” I repeated, narrowing my eyes at her as I swung my legs over the side of the bed. “What kind of work?”

“Preparation,” she said, standing up and clapping her hands together like a coach rallying their team.

I groaned. “Preparation for what? I thought this was just a meeting.”

“It is,” she said, already heading toward the door. “But you can’t just walk in there looking like you rolled out of bed and into a thrift store.”

“Hey!” I called after her. “I resemble that remark!”

She popped her head back in, smirking. “Shower. Shave. And wear something presentable. We leave in two hours.”

As she disappeared down the hall, I slumped back against the bed, staring at the ceiling. How did I let this happen? One minute I was living my quiet, uneventful life, and the next, I was being roped into a fashion crime spree.

At least I’d gotten out of the heels. Small victories.

By the time we arrived at Molly’s office, my nerves were already hanging by a thread. Molly had spent the entire cab ride giving me a crash course on the Dos and Don’ts of surviving this meeting. Mostly Don’ts.

“Don’t slouch,” she’d said, adjusting my posture like I was a busted action figure. “Don’t mumble. Don’t try to be funny. And for the love of God, don’t mention that you’re not actually a model.”

“Got it,” I’d replied, gripping the edge of the seat like I was bracing for impact. “So, basically, lie through my teeth and hope no one notices.”

“Not lie,” she corrected. “Just…omit certain truths. Confidently.”

“Right. Confident lying. Great plan.”

Now, as we stepped into the sleek, modern lobby of Wattel and Mason, I was regretting every life choice that had led me to this moment. The place was intimidating in a way that only high-end fashion offices could be. Everything was shiny, minimalist, and absurdly expensive-looking. Even the receptionist’s desk looked like it cost more than my car.

“Just be confident,” Molly whispered as we crossed the marble floor.

“I thought we were going with confident lying,” I muttered back.

“Same thing,” she said, flashing a quick smile at the receptionist before steering me toward the elevator.

“Okay, but what’s Plan B?” I asked, my voice low as the elevator doors slid shut.

“There is no Plan B,” she replied, hitting the button for her floor.

“Fantastic. Love that for us.”

The ride up was silent, except for the hum of the elevator and the sound of my internal screaming. Molly stood next to me, calm and composed, while I did my best impression of someone who wasn’t on the verge of a full-blown panic attack.

When the doors opened, we stepped into chaos. The office was a maze of people darting back and forth between racks of clothing, fabric swatches flying through the air, and assistants clutching coffee cups like they were Olympic torches. Phones were ringing, sewing machines were buzzing, and someone in the corner was arguing about the difference between “ivory” and “eggshell.”

Molly navigated the madness with ease, weaving through the sea of chaos like she was born for it. Meanwhile, I trailed behind her, trying not to trip over my own feet or accidentally knock over a rack of designer gowns.

“Is it always like this?” I asked, dodging a frantic intern carrying what looked like fifty rolls of fabric.

“Pretty much,” she replied, not even glancing back. “Welcome to the glamorous world of fashion.”

“Glamorous? This feels like a war zone. Are we sure everyone here is on the same side?”

She didn’t answer, just kept moving until we reached a glass-walled conference room at the far end of the office. Inside, waiting like a queen surveying her kingdom, was Claire.

Claire was the kind of woman who could intimidate you with a single glance. She was tall, with sharp cheekbones that could probably cut glass and a sense of style so impeccable it made everyone else in the room look like they were wearing garbage bags. She gave Molly a polite nod as we entered, then turned her attention to me.

“So,” she said, her eyes raking over me like a laser scanner. “This is your model?”

“Yes,” Molly said quickly, her voice a little too high-pitched to sound natural. “This is—uh—Alex.”

Claire raised one immaculate eyebrow, her expression unreadable. “Interesting. I must admit, you don’t look like most models I’ve worked with.”

I hesitated. Was that supposed to be a compliment? An insult? A statement of fact? I decided to play it safe. “Thank you?”

Claire’s lips twitched, but she didn’t smile. Instead, she gestured for us to sit. Molly perched on the edge of her chair like a nervous student at a parent-teacher conference, while I tried to remember how to sit like a normal human being.

“The agencies that inquired about the photos were very impressed,” Claire said, folding her hands on the table. “They’re interested in booking your model for future projects.”

Molly’s eyes widened. “Wait—what?”

“Yes,” Claire continued, her tone as calm as if she were discussing the weather. “They think Alex has potential. Of course, we’d need to see more live work before making any commitments.”

My brain short-circuited at the words live work.

“Live work?” I repeated, my voice coming out higher than I intended.

Claire nodded. “We’re hosting a private preview of the collection next week. Your model should attend. It’ll be a good opportunity to test their presence on the runway.”

The runway.

RUNWAY.

As in walking. In front of people. Real, live human beings with eyes and opinions. My mouth went dry.

Molly, ever the professional, forced a smile so tight it looked painful. “That’s…wonderful. Isn’t it, Alex?”

I turned to her, my eyes silently screaming, What have you done to me? She just patted my hand like I was a skittish horse and said, “We’ll be there.”

“Excellent,” Claire said, standing up and signaling that the meeting was over. “I look forward to it.”

Molly stood as well, pulling me up with her. “We’ll make sure Alex is ready. Thank you so much for the opportunity.”

Claire gave a curt nod before turning her attention to a passing assistant, already barking out orders about some fabric shipment.

As soon as we were out of earshot, I grabbed Molly’s arm. “What. Was. That?” I hissed.

“Relax,” she whispered, dragging me back toward the elevator. “It’s fine.”

“Fine? Did you miss the part where she said runway? You know I can’t walk in heels without looking like a baby giraffe on roller skates!”

“You’ll be fine,” she said, hitting the button for the lobby.

“You keep saying that, but I don’t think you understand the definition of fine.”

She turned to me, her expression softening. “Listen, I know this is a lot. But think of it this way: if we pull this off, it’ll be huge for both of us. You’ll be helping me prove myself, and who knows? You might even have fun.”

I stared at her. “Molly, the only way I’m having fun is if I get to walk that runway barefoot in sweatpants.”

She laughed, linking her arm with mine as the elevator doors closed. “Let’s not rule anything out just yet.”


Chapter 4

I don’t know why I thought the first photoshoot would be the end of it. Maybe it was wishful thinking. Maybe it was sheer denial. Deep down, I probably knew Molly was never going to let me off that easily. But even in my worst-case-scenario imaginings, I hadn’t anticipated this level of commitment—from her or her boss.

After the meeting with Claire and the agencies’ sudden, baffling interest in me, I found myself roped into yet another photoshoot. This time, Molly wasn’t dabbling in “let’s see how this goes.” Oh no. Molly had gone full fashion tyrant.

“This has to be perfect,” she declared, pacing back and forth across our tiny living room like a general preparing for battle. She was clutching a clipboard. A clipboard. Molly didn’t even own a clipboard until yesterday, and now she was wielding it like it contained the secrets to world domination. “The agencies want something fresh, something bold. We need to step it up.”

I was slumped on the couch, radiating dread. “Molly, I’m not a professional model. I’m barely a functioning human in heels. Can’t they just… I don’t know, Photoshop me onto someone else’s body? Someone who knows what they’re doing?”

“No,” she snapped, jotting something down on her clipboard with an air of authority. “They’re interested in you. Your look, your proportions, your—”

“Tiny frame?” I deadpanned.

“Unique charm,” she corrected, shooting me a glare sharp enough to cut glass. “You’re the full package, Alex. We just need to refine it.”

“Refine it?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “What am I, a block of marble?”

“Don’t tempt me,” she said, already rifling through her ever-expanding makeup bag. “Now, sit down. We’re doing a full makeover. And by full, I mean full. Last time? That was child’s play. Today, we’re bringing out the big guns.”

I reluctantly dragged myself to the dining table, which had been transformed into what could only be described as a makeshift beauty salon. Brushes, palettes, sprays, and tools I couldn’t even begin to name were scattered across the surface.

“Should I be worried?” I asked, eyeing the array of products with suspicion.

“Only if you trust me,” she said with a wicked grin that did nothing to reassure me.

The makeover started innocently enough. Molly tackled my hair first, curling it into soft, shiny waves that framed my face. It wasn’t unpleasant, but the way she muttered under her breath—things like “needs more volume” and “we’re going for goddess, not librarian”—made me increasingly nervous.

Then came the makeup. And that’s where things got…intense.

“Okay,” she said, cracking her knuckles like she was about to dismantle a bomb. “We’re going to take it up a notch. Hold still.”

“Define ‘notch,’” I said, already regretting my life choices.

She ignored me and got to work. Layers of foundation were applied with military precision, followed by contouring so sharp I was worried my cheekbones might cut someone. She added blush, then moved on to my eyes, where things really went off the rails.

“Smoky eye time,” Molly announced, grabbing an eyeshadow palette that looked like it contained every shade of the rainbow and then some.

“Is that glitter?” I asked, squinting as she came at me with a brush.

“Yes. Don’t move.”

“What if I don’t want to look like a disco ball?”

“Then you shouldn’t have agreed to this,” she said sweetly, dabbing the glitter onto my eyelids with far more enthusiasm than necessary.

The eyeliner came next, a process that felt less like makeup application and more like a precision surgery.

“Stop blinking,” she ordered, her face mere inches from mine as she carefully dragged the pencil across my eyelid.

“You’re stabbing me in the eye!”

“I’m enhancing your eye,” she corrected. “If you keep fidgeting, this is going to take forever.”

“Great,” I muttered. “I love spending hours having my corneas attacked.”

“Beauty is pain,” she said cheerfully. “And discomfort. And occasionally, glue in your eye.”

“Oh, good,” I said flatly. “Glue in my eye is exactly what I was hoping for today.”

Speaking of glue, the false lashes were the final, torturous step.

“Hold still,” she said, holding up a strip of lashes that looked like they’d been stolen from a very glamorous tarantula.

“This can’t be necessary,” I protested, pulling back slightly.

“Do you want to look fabulous or not?”

“I’d settle for ‘alive.’”

“Too late,” she said, applying the lashes with a focus so intense I didn’t dare move.

By the time she finished, I felt like I’d survived some sort of trial by fire. I blinked a few times, trying to adjust to the weight of the lashes, which felt like tiny, feathery dumbbells glued to my eyelids.

“Okay,” she said, stepping back to admire her work. “Done. Take a look.”

I turned toward the mirror she’d propped up on the table, and for a moment, I didn’t recognize the person staring back at me. My cheekbones looked sharper, my eyes bigger, and my lips—painted in a bold, dramatic red—looked fuller than I thought was physically possible without surgery.

“How do I look?” I asked hesitantly, still blinking like I’d forgotten how.

“Stunning,” Molly said with a wide grin. “You’re like a whole new person.”

“A person who could audition for RuPaul’s Drag Race,” I muttered under my breath.

She ignored me, already rummaging through a garment bag. “Now, let’s get you into the first outfit. We’re going for edgy chic. Think mysterious, confident, and just a little dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” I repeated, raising an eyebrow. “In what sense? Like, dangerous as in ‘heartbreaker,’ or dangerous as in ‘I might trip and take someone down with me’?”

She smirked. “Let’s aim for both.”

The outfits Molly had prepared were…elaborate, to say the least. The first one was a slim-fitting cocktail dress covered in sequins that sparkled like a disco ball under our apartment’s overhead light. It was the kind of dress that screamed, Look at me!—which was the last thing I wanted anyone to do.

Molly held it up with a grin that could only be described as diabolical. “Isn’t it gorgeous?”

“It’s…something,” I said cautiously, eyeing the dress like it might bite me.

“Come on,” she said, shoving it into my arms. “Put it on!”

Reluctantly, I retreated to the bathroom and wriggled into the dress. And by “wriggled,” I mean fought for my life. The fabric clung to me like it was personally offended by my existence, and the sequins scratched at my skin like tiny, judgmental claws. By the time I managed to get it on, I was out of breath and questioning every decision that had brought me to this moment.

When I stepped out, Molly’s face lit up. “Oh my God, you look amazing!”

“I can’t breathe,” I wheezed, tugging at the fabric in a futile attempt to create some breathing room. “Is it supposed to be this tight?”

“Yes,” she said, zipping me up with a forceful tug that made me wince. “It’s called a bodycon dress for a reason. It’s supposed to hug your curves.”

“I don’t have curves,” I pointed out, pulling at the hem to make it slightly less indecent.

“You do now,” she said matter-of-factly, holding up something that looked suspiciously like a padded bra.

Before I could protest, she slipped it over my head and adjusted it with the precision of a surgeon. It was both impressive and deeply unsettling.

“There,” she said, stepping back to admire her handiwork. “Instant curves.”

I turned to the mirror and stared. For a moment, I didn’t recognize the person looking back at me. The dress hugged my body so tightly it should’ve come with a warning label, and the padded bra had somehow transformed my flat chest into something that could rival the Kardashians.

“I look like a sausage in a sequin casing,” I muttered, shifting uncomfortably.

“A fabulous sausage,” Molly corrected, practically buzzing with excitement. “Now, for the pièce de résistance.”

She disappeared into her bedroom and returned holding a pair of heels that made the ones from the first photoshoot look like sensible flats. These weren’t just heels—they were weapons. The stilettos were impossibly thin, the kind of thing that would snap if I so much as sneezed, and the straps wrapped around the ankles in a way that suggested they doubled as ankle traps.

“You’re joking,” I said, staring at them like she’d handed me a pair of medieval torture devices.

“These are non-negotiable,” she said, thrusting them into my hands. “The agencies specifically asked for more height.”

“More height?” I repeated, incredulous. “I’m already teetering on the edge of disaster in the last pair!”

“Alex,” she said, her voice taking on that no-nonsense tone that meant she wasn’t going to budge, “you’re five foot five. Most models are at least six feet tall in heels. We need to close the gap.”

I sighed, glaring at the shoes like they’d personally offended me. “What’s the point of being tall if I’m just going to fall over and break my neck?”

“Drama is part of fashion,” she said with a shrug. “Now, put them on.”

Grumbling under my breath, I slid my feet into the heels and buckled the straps. The moment I stood up, I knew I’d made a terrible mistake. My legs wobbled like Jello, and I had to grab the back of the chair to keep from toppling over.

“Okay,” Molly said, clapping her hands together. “Now walk.”

I clutched the chair like it was a life raft. “I’d rather not.”

“Walk,” she repeated, her tone leaving no room for argument.

Taking a deep breath, I let go of the chair and took a tentative step forward. The heels wobbled dangerously, and for a horrifying moment, I was sure I was going to faceplant into the coffee table. But somehow, I stayed upright. I took another step, then another, each one more precarious than the last.

Molly watched me like a hawk, her lips twitching as she tried to suppress a smile.

“Well?” I asked, pausing to regain my balance.

“You look like a drunk penguin,” she said, failing miserably to keep a straight face.

“Thanks,” I said dryly, wobbling as I turned to glare at her. “That’s exactly the look I was going for.”

“No, seriously,” she said, biting back a laugh. “You’re doing…great. Just try to loosen up a little.”

“Loosen up?” I repeated, flailing my arms slightly to steady myself. “Molly, I’m one bad step away from a trip to the emergency room. I’m not sure ‘loosen up’ is in the cards.”

“Okay, fine,” she said, walking over and grabbing my shoulders. “Let’s reset. Chin up, shoulders back, core tight.”

“Core tight?” I asked, confused. “I don’t even know where my core is.”

“It’s the thing keeping you from falling over,” she said, stepping back. “Now, try again. Heel to toe. Glide, don’t stomp.”

I sighed and took another shaky step, then another. The heels wobbled less this time, though I still felt like I was one wrong move away from disaster.

“Better,” Molly said, nodding approvingly. “You’re getting the hang of it.”

“I feel like I’m walking a tightrope,” I muttered, taking another step.

“Fashion is all about taking risks,” she said.

“Yeah, well, I’d like to take fewer risks with my ankles.”

She laughed and handed me a clutch bag covered in sequins to match the dress. “Here. This will complete the look.”

I took the bag and stared at my reflection in the mirror. Between the dress, the heels, and the makeup, I looked like someone who belonged on the cover of a fashion magazine—or at least someone who’d wandered onto a runway by accident.

“Okay,” Molly said, grabbing her phone. “Let’s get some practice shots before we head to the studio.”

“Practice shots?” I asked, my voice rising in panic.

“Relax,” she said, waving me toward the corner of the room where she’d set up a makeshift backdrop. “You’re going to be great.”

I sighed and hobbled over, silently praying that I wouldn’t end up in a YouTube compilation of runway fails.

By the time we started the photoshoot, I was already running on fumes. Molly had taken what was once a perfectly functional living room and turned it into a chaotic hybrid of a photography studio and a high-fashion crime scene. There were lights everywhere—big, blinding ones that left me seeing spots every time they flashed—and props strewn about like we were hosting a garage sale for eccentric billionaires.

The first few shots were awkward, mostly because I had no idea what I was doing. My hands felt like foreign objects I wasn’t entirely sure how to control. Should they be on my hips? Dangling by my sides? Casually holding a nonexistent champagne flute?

“Relax,” Molly said, circling me like a hawk as she adjusted my pose for the fiftieth time. Her hands were on my shoulders, then my waist, then tilting my chin. “Just let your body flow naturally.”

“Flow?” I repeated, incredulous. “Molly, I’m in a dress so tight it feels like it’s trying to merge with my internal organs. And these shoes? They’re basically stilts designed by someone who hates feet. I’m not flowing anywhere.”

“Stop being dramatic,” she said, stepping back and snapping a photo. “You look amazing.”

“Great. I feel like a sequined sardine,” I muttered, trying to shift without throwing off her carefully orchestrated pose.

The photoshoot dragged on for what felt like an eternity. Molly was in her element, barking orders like a tiny, overly enthusiastic drill sergeant.

“Turn your head to the left. No, not that far left. A little more to the center. Chin up. Okay, now smolder.”

“Smolder?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes! Think mysterious. Think James Bond, but make it fashion.”

“Molly, the only thing mysterious about me right now is how I’m still standing in these death traps you call shoes.”

She ignored me, snapping another photo and muttering something about lighting.

Over the course of the afternoon, she made me change into three different outfits, each one more ridiculous and uncomfortable than the last. First, there was the dramatic evening gown with a plunging neckline so deep I was afraid to bend over for fear of a wardrobe malfunction.

“Stop fussing with the neckline,” Molly scolded as I tried to adjust it for the hundredth time.

“I’m one sneeze away from becoming a cautionary tale,” I retorted.

“Just own it,” she said, snapping another photo.

Next came a flirty sundress with a matching wide-brimmed hat that was so big it could’ve doubled as a satellite dish.

“Why do I feel like I should be lounging on a yacht?” I asked, squinting as the hat blocked half my vision.

“Because that’s the vibe,” she said, tossing me a pair of oversized sunglasses. “Now, strike a pose. Think rich and unbothered.”

“I feel sweaty and very bothered,” I muttered, but I complied, if only to get it over with.

And then there was the pièce de résistance: a futuristic metallic jumpsuit that made me look like an extra in a low-budget sci-fi movie.

“This is…a lot,” I said, looking down at the reflective fabric that clung to me like it was trying to absorb my soul.

“It’s bold,” Molly said, adjusting the collar. “It’s edgy. It’s exactly what the agencies want.”

“It’s also sticking to places I didn’t know fabric could stick,” I pointed out.

“You’re fine,” she said dismissively. “Now give me power.”

“Define power.”

“Like you’re a space warrior who just conquered a galaxy,” she said, positioning me in front of a glowing orb she’d set up as a prop.

“Right,” I said dryly. “Because nothing screams relatable fashion like galactic overlord chic.”

Despite my complaints, I had to admit Molly was good at what she did. She had an eye for detail, constantly adjusting the lighting, the angles, even the way I tilted my head. She moved around the room like a woman possessed, muttering things like, “Yes, that’s it,” and “No, too much pout,” as she snapped away.

By the end of it, I almost felt…competent. Almost.

“Okay, last pose,” she said, holding up the camera like a sniper zeroing in on a target. “Tilt your head slightly, look over your shoulder, and—yes! That’s perfect.”

I tilted, glanced, and tried to channel whatever confidence I had left. Molly snapped a few more shots, then lowered the camera with a satisfied grin.

“That’s a wrap!” she announced, clapping her hands together like she’d just directed a blockbuster movie.

“Finally,” I groaned, kicking off the heels and collapsing onto the couch. My feet throbbed with gratitude. “I thought this would never end.”

Molly plopped down beside me, scrolling through the photos on her camera. “These are incredible. I’m telling you, Alex, you’re a natural.”

I rolled my eyes, rubbing my sore feet. “Don’t get used to this. This was a one-time thing.”

She didn’t respond right away, which immediately made me suspicious.

“What?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at her.

“Well…” she said hesitantly, her tone the verbal equivalent of don’t be mad, but…

“Molly,” I said, sitting up. “What did you do?”

“It’s nothing bad!” she said quickly, holding up her hands. “It’s just…Claire wants to see these photos. And if she likes them—”

“Molly.”

“—the agencies might, you know, want more.”

I groaned, flopping back against the couch like a defeated ragdoll. “This was supposed to be a favor. It’s turning into a second job.”

“Think of it as an adventure,” she said, nudging me playfully. “Besides, you’re helping me achieve my dreams. Isn’t that worth a little discomfort?”

I stared at her, unimpressed. “Molly, I just spent three hours in heels that made me question the existence of a loving God. I think I’ve done my part.”

She grinned and leaned over to kiss my cheek. “Fine. But if this spirals any further, I promise you’ll be compensated.”

“With pizza?”

“With so much pizza,” she said, laughing.

I sighed, knowing I’d probably regret this later. “Alright. But next time, I’m setting a time limit. And a glitter limit.”

“Deal,” she said, already uploading the photos to her laptop. “Now, let’s see what Claire says.”

Little did I know, things were about to spiral even further.


Chapter 5

It was a quiet morning, and for once, I thought I might actually get to enjoy some peace. I was sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee, scrolling through job boards on my laptop, pretending to care about all the “exciting career opportunities” that required “5–7 years of experience” for entry-level positions. My enthusiasm was at an all-time low. The highlight of my morning so far had been finding a typo in one of the listings.

Across the room, Molly was in her studio corner, humming some unrecognizable tune as she worked on what I assumed was another dress. Her sewing machine occasionally broke the silence with a rhythmic whirrrr-click-clack, and while it wasn’t exactly peaceful, it was tolerable.

For once, the apartment felt almost…calm.

I should’ve known better. Quiet mornings never lasted long in this apartment.

“OH MY GOD!”

Molly’s scream shattered the calm so violently that I nearly spilled my coffee all over my laptop. My heart jumped into my throat, and I fumbled to keep my mug upright.

“What? What happened?” I asked, whipping around in my chair. “Did you burn yourself? Did the sewing machine finally come to life and stage a coup?”

She spun around to face me, clutching her phone like it was a golden ticket straight from Willy Wonka’s factory. Her eyes were wide, and her face was practically glowing with excitement.

“You’re not going to believe this!”

Considering the series of increasingly unbelievable events that had occurred in my life recently, I was skeptical. “Try me.”

“I just got an email from Claire,” she said, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “One of the agencies saw the new photos and wants to sign you for a contract!”

I blinked, certain I must have misheard her. “Wait. Sign me? A contract? As in…modeling?”

“Yes!” she squealed, practically vibrating with excitement. “They want to represent you as the face of my collection! They said you have a ‘unique, elegant look’ that perfectly complements my designs.”

I stared at her, my brain struggling to process the words coming out of her mouth. “Molly, that’s insane. I’m not a model. I’m a guy who was blackmailed into wearing dresses for a couple of photoshoots.”

She waved her hand dismissively, as if my very valid argument was nothing more than background noise. “Details. The point is, they love you. They want to meet with us to discuss terms.”

“No,” I said firmly, shaking my head. “Absolutely not. I’m not signing anything.”

“But Alex,” she said, her voice dipping into that dangerously sweet tone she used when she wanted something, “this is a huge opportunity. For both of us. If they sign you, it’ll bring so much attention to my collection. And the contract comes with a lot of money.”

“How much money?” I asked warily, narrowing my eyes.

With a triumphant grin, she held up her phone and turned the screen toward me. My jaw dropped when I saw the figure. It was enough to make my student loans cry tears of joy. It was more than I’d made in the last two years combined. Hell, it was probably more than I’d make in five years if I ever managed to land one of those “exciting career opportunities.”

“That’s…a lot,” I admitted, swallowing hard.

“Exactly,” she said, sliding into the chair across from me like a lawyer closing a deal. “This could change everything, Alex. For both of us.”

I leaned back in my chair, rubbing my temples as I tried to think. The number was tempting—ridiculously tempting—but the idea of officially signing on as a model, of putting on more dresses, more makeup, more heels, made my stomach churn.

“I don’t know,” I said hesitantly. “It’s one thing to do a couple of photos for you, but signing a contract? That makes it real. What if people find out?”

“They won’t,” she said quickly, leaning forward. “We’ll use a stage name or something. Nobody has to know it’s you.”

I gave her a skeptical look. “Really? Because I’m pretty sure my face is a dead giveaway.”

“Details,” she said again, waving her hand like she could shoo away my concerns. “We’ll figure it out. The important thing is, this is a huge opportunity. Imagine what this could do for my career. For us.”

I stared at her, my mind racing. The money was tempting—so tempting—but was it worth the sheer humiliation of parading around as a faux model? On the other hand, Molly’s hopeful expression was like a battering ram to my resolve. She was practically glowing with excitement, her eyes shining with possibility.

“Fine,” I said finally, letting out a long sigh. “I’ll go to the meeting. But I’m not promising anything.”

Molly’s face lit up like the Fourth of July. She squealed and launched herself across the table, throwing her arms around me and nearly knocking me out of my chair.

“You won’t regret this!” she said, squeezing me so tightly I thought my ribs might crack.

“I already do,” I muttered under my breath, staring longingly at my now-cold coffee.

The meeting was held at the agency’s downtown office, a sleek glass-and-chrome monstrosity that practically screamed, We have more money than you, and we’re not afraid to show it. The kind of place where even the potted plants probably had a better salary than I did. Molly was practically skipping as we walked through the revolving doors, her excitement radiating off her in waves. Meanwhile, I trailed behind her, trying not to trip over my own feet or make eye contact with anyone.

Walking into that building felt like voluntarily stepping into a lion’s den—except in this case, the lions were probably wearing designer suits and judging my posture.

“Chin up,” Molly whispered, glancing back at me as we approached the receptionist’s desk. “And stop looking like you’re about to confess to a crime.”

“I feel like I am committing a crime,” I muttered. “Impersonating a model.”

The receptionist, a tall woman with cheekbones so sharp they could probably double as letter openers, greeted us with a smile so polished it could’ve been trademarked. “You must be Molly and Alex,” she said smoothly. “The team is ready for you. Please, follow me.”

“Team?” I hissed to Molly as we followed her down a hallway lined with massive, glossy photos of supermodels staring down at us like gods from Mount Olympus. Their flawless faces seemed to whisper, You don’t belong here.

“Relax,” Molly whispered back, waving a hand dismissively. “Just be yourself.”

“Great advice,” I muttered under my breath. “Because ‘myself’ is exactly what these people are looking for.”

The receptionist led us into a conference room that looked like it had been ripped straight out of a high-budget spy movie. The table was a long slab of polished wood, the chairs were so sleek they looked like they came with a user manual, and the floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panoramic view of the city that screamed, We’re better than you.

Waiting for us were three people: a man in a tailored navy suit that probably cost more than my rent, a woman holding a clipboard with the intensity of someone who’d never missed a deadline in her life, and another woman with a perfectly coiffed bob and an outfit so chic it looked like it belonged in a museum.

“Good morning,” the man said, standing up and extending a hand. “I’m Victor, the agency’s creative director. This is Karen, our talent coordinator, and Liz, one of our lead stylists.”

As we exchanged awkward handshakes, I couldn’t help but notice how their eyes lingered on me, like I was an alien specimen they were trying to figure out.

“Thank you for coming,” Victor said, gesturing for us to sit. His sharp eyes were locked on me, studying me like a puzzle he was determined to solve. “We’ve been very impressed with your work, Alex.”

“My work?” I repeated, confused. “You mean Molly’s work, right? I was just…there.”

Victor’s lips twitched into a faint smile. “Your look is…unique.”

“Uh…thanks?” I said, unsure if I should feel complimented or concerned.

Karen, the talent coordinator, flipped open a folder and nodded in agreement. “We believe you have great potential. With the right guidance and exposure, you could be a standout in the industry.”

I blinked, trying to process the words great potential and standout in the industry being directed at me. Molly, on the other hand, looked like a proud parent at a spelling bee, practically glowing with pride.

“That’s…nice to hear,” I said awkwardly, shifting in my chair. “But, uh, I’m not really a model. This was just kind of a one-time thing.”

Liz, the stylist, raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “One-time thing? You’ve got natural poise and bone structure that most people would kill for.”

“Bone structure?” I repeated, glancing at Molly. “Did you pay them to say that?”

She elbowed me sharply in the ribs, her smile never wavering.

Victor chuckled, leaning back in his chair. “We’re serious, Alex. We’d like to offer you a short-term contract to represent Molly’s collection. It would involve a few events, some promotional shoots, and potentially a runway appearance. Nothing too overwhelming.”

“Runway?” I said, my voice jumping an octave. “As in…walking in front of people?”

“Exactly,” Victor said with a nod, as if this was the most reasonable thing in the world. “You have a certain presence that we think would translate well on the runway.”

I glanced at Molly, silently pleading for her to rescue me. But instead of stepping in, she gave me an encouraging smile and mouthed, You can do it.

I turned back to Victor, feeling like I was teetering on the edge of a cliff. “Can I…think about it?”

“Of course,” Karen said smoothly, sliding a neatly organized folder across the table toward me. “Take this home, review the details, and let us know by the end of the week.”

I picked up the folder like it might explode in my hands, flipping it open just enough to catch a glimpse of legal jargon I didn’t understand.

“Thank you for considering this opportunity,” Victor said, standing up and extending his hand again. “We’re excited about the potential collaboration.”

“Excited,” I echoed weakly, shaking his hand.

As soon as we were out of the conference room and back in the hallway, Molly grabbed my arm, practically vibrating with excitement. “Did you hear them? They love you!”

“They love my bone structure,” I said flatly. “Which, by the way, is a creepy thing to say to someone.”

“Stop being so negative,” she said, giving my arm a playful shove. “This is huge, Alex. Do you know how hard it is to impress people like that?”

“I’m still stuck on the word runway,” I muttered. “I can barely walk to the fridge without tripping over something.”

“You’ll be fine,” she said, waving off my concern like it was nothing. “Besides, this is your moment!”

“My moment?” I repeated, raising an eyebrow. “Molly, the only reason I’m here is because you needed a mannequin that could breathe and occasionally blink.”

“And look where it got you!” she said, grinning from ear to ear. “They want you, Alex. You’re in demand.”

I sighed, clutching the folder tightly as we stepped back into the elevator. “Yeah, well, let’s see if I survive this without breaking an ankle first.”

Back at the apartment, Molly was practically vibrating with energy. It was like someone had plugged her into a socket and cranked the voltage. She was sprawled across the floor, the folder from the agency spread out in front of her like it contained the secrets of the universe. Every few seconds, she’d squeal or gasp as if she were reading the plot twist in a thriller.

“This is amazing, Alex! Do you even realize how big this is?”

“Big in what way?” I asked from my spot on the couch, where I was doing my best impression of a dead fish. “Big as in I’ll be walking in heels in front of hundreds of people, or big as in I’m signing up for public humiliation on a grand scale?”

“Big as in you’ll be helping me launch my career,” she said, practically bouncing on her knees. “And you’ll make a ton of money in the process!”

I groaned, dragging a pillow over my face. “I don’t know what’s more terrifying: the idea of walking in heels under a spotlight or the fact that you seem to think I’m capable of doing this without falling on my face.”

She grabbed the pillow and yanked it off me, her grin so determined it was slightly terrifying. “You’re going to nail this, Alex. You’re going to glide across that runway like you were born for it.”

“Born for it?” I asked, sitting up. “I was born for sweatpants and pizza. Not sequins and stiletto death traps.”

“You’re being dramatic,” she said, swatting at my arm. “You’ll be fine. Besides, I’m not letting you say no.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “So, this is coercion?”

“This is friendship,” she said with a wink, flipping the folder closed.

The next few days were a blur of preparations. Molly was on a mission and had turned our apartment into a boot camp for reluctant models. She was determined to make sure I didn’t just survive the event—I had to own it. Unfortunately, this meant I was subjected to endless practice sessions in heels, fittings for dresses that seemed to get tighter and shinier with each passing day, and makeup tutorials that left me feeling like I was wearing a plaster mask.

At one point, I found myself walking laps around the living room in a pair of heels so high they should’ve come with a warning label. Molly was perched on the edge of the dining table, shouting instructions like a drill sergeant.

“Chin up! Shoulders back! Glide, don’t stomp!”

“I feel like a giraffe learning how to walk,” I muttered, wobbling dangerously as I turned a corner.

“You’re doing great, sweetie,” she said, snapping a photo with her phone.

I shot her a glare. “Are you seriously taking pictures right now?”

“Relax,” she said, grinning. “It’s for posterity. When you’re famous, you’ll thank me for documenting your humble beginnings.”

“Humble beginnings?” I snorted. “This feels more like the first act of a slapstick comedy.”

Molly ignored me and hopped off the table to adjust my posture. “Okay, so the giraffe thing is improving, but you still look like you’re clenching your jaw like you’re about to bite someone.”

“I am about to bite someone,” I said through gritted teeth.

“Less aggression, more grace,” she said, stepping back. “Think of it like...floating.”

“Floating?” I repeated, wobbling again. “Molly, I’m wearing shoes that could double as weapons. The only thing I’m floating toward is a broken ankle.”

She sighed dramatically. “You’re hopeless.”

“Glad we’re on the same page,” I said, flopping onto the couch and kicking off the heels with a satisfying thud.

But Molly wasn’t giving up. Over the next few days, she pushed me harder than I thought possible. Every time I complained, she’d counter with a pep talk or a guilt trip, depending on her mood. By the time the event rolled around, I was a mix of exhaustion, nerves, and a faint sense of resentment.

“You’ve got this,” she said as I stood in front of the mirror, adjusting the hem of yet another dress that was tighter than my comfort zone. “Look at you. You’re practically glowing.”

“That’s the sweat,” I said flatly, tugging at the neckline.

Molly swatted my hand away. “Stop fidgeting. You look incredible.”

I stared at my reflection. To her credit, Molly had worked her magic. My hair was styled into sleek waves, my makeup was flawless, and the dress—while uncomfortable—did make me look oddly put together.

“Okay,” she said, grabbing her bag and practically dragging me toward the door. “Ready to be fabulous?”

“Ready to survive,” I muttered, clutching my heels in one hand like a lifeline.

She laughed, linking her arm with mine as we headed out. “Oh, come on. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

“I think I left it behind with my dignity,” I said, giving the heels a wary glance.

She rolled her eyes but didn’t say anything, which made me suspicious. Molly was rarely quiet unless she was scheming.

“Wait,” I said, narrowing my eyes at her as we stepped into the elevator. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Nothing!” she said, her innocent tone doing nothing to reassure me.

“Molly…”

She grinned, patting my arm. “Let’s just say this is going to be an experience.”

I groaned, already regretting everything. Little did I know, she wasn’t wrong.


Chapter 6

“Okay, let’s go over this one more time,” Molly announced, pacing the living room like an over-caffeinated coach before the big game. She had a clipboard in one hand and a lipstick in the other, and she waved the lipstick at me with such vigor that I was half-expecting her to start drawing plays on the walls. “Head high, shoulders back, don’t slouch. Walk with confidence. Graceful, not too bouncy. And for the love of God, Alex, don’t trip.”

I slumped further into the couch, glaring at her as best I could through the lashes glued to my eyelids like tiny feather dusters. “You say that like tripping isn’t my natural state of being.”

“Don’t test me,” she shot back, pointing the lipstick at me like it was a weapon. “We’ve been practicing for days. You’ve got this.”

“Practicing,” I repeated, gesturing to the floor-length black gown I was currently suffocating in. “Molly, this dress is trying to kill me. Between the bodice squeezing the life out of me, the slit that’s so high it’s practically indecent, and these”—I wiggled one strapped foot—“four-inch medieval torture devices, I’m one wrong move away from becoming a viral GIF.”

“You’re being dramatic,” she said, rolling her eyes but not denying it. “The dress is stunning, the heels are necessary, and you’re going to look like a million bucks walking down that runway.”

“More like a million bucks that’s been stuffed into a vending machine,” I muttered, shifting uncomfortably as the gown’s sequins scratched at my ribs.

Molly stopped pacing and turned to me with her hands on her hips, clipboard and lipstick forgotten for the moment. “Alex, we’ve been over this. The heels are non-negotiable. They elongate your legs, add height, and make your posture look better.”

“They also make my ankles feel like they’re playing Jenga,” I countered. “And guess what? I’m losing.”

She ignored me, naturally, and swooped in with a makeup brush to “fix” my face for the hundredth time. “Stop complaining. You’re going to be amazing. Just remember: smile, nod, and don’t talk too much.”

“Why not?” I asked, frowning.

“Because the less you say, the less likely you are to sound like a dude,” she said sweetly, swiping blush onto my cheeks with unnerving precision.

“Wow,” I deadpanned. “It’s always so uplifting talking to you.”

“Aw, thanks,” she said with a grin, stepping back to admire her handiwork. “I mean it, though. You look incredible. Nobody’s going to suspect a thing.”

I turned to the mirror across the room and let out a resigned sigh. She wasn’t wrong. Between the expertly-applied makeup, the perfectly styled hair cascading over one shoulder, and the gown that somehow managed to make me look like I belonged on the cover of a magazine, I did look…convincing. Maybe even glamorous. But that didn’t make me feel any less like a fraud.

“Molly,” I said, fiddling with the slit of the dress to avoid making eye contact with my own reflection. “What if I mess this up? What if I trip on the runway, or say something stupid, or—”

“You’re not going to mess this up,” she interrupted, grabbing both of my hands and squeezing them like I was about to go into battle. Her eyes were wide and determined, and for a second, she looked more nervous than I felt. “You’ve practiced. You’ve worked your butt off for this. And even if something does go wrong, just smile and keep going. Confidence is everything.”

“Confidence?” I repeated, raising an eyebrow. “Molly, I’m wearing a dress that weighs more than I do and shoes that are actively trying to kill me. Confidence feels like a bit of a stretch.”

She sighed, letting go of my hands to pick up her clipboard again. “You’re impossible, you know that?”

“Yeah, but I’m your kind of impossible,” I said, giving her a weak smile.

She smirked. “Damn right you are. Which is why you’re not going to let me down tonight.”

I groaned, leaning back against the couch and staring at the ceiling. “Fine. But if I fall, I’m taking you down with me.”

“Deal,” she said with a laugh, though I could tell she wasn’t taking me seriously.

“Wait,” I said, sitting up suddenly as a horrifying thought occurred to me. “What if I have to go to the bathroom in this thing? Is there, like, a procedure for that?”

Molly burst out laughing, doubling over like I’d just told the funniest joke she’d ever heard. “You’ll figure it out,” she managed to say between giggles.

“I don’t like the sound of that,” I muttered, adjusting the bodice again.

Finally, Molly straightened up and clapped her hands together like she was signaling the end of a huddle. “Alright, enough stalling. It’s time to go.”

“Time to go where?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at her.

“To the venue, obviously,” she said, grabbing her bag and tossing me a pair of gloves that matched the gown. “You’ve got a runway to conquer.”

I stared at the gloves like they were handcuffs. “This is really happening, isn’t it?”

“It’s really happening,” she confirmed, her grin almost blinding.

I sighed, reluctantly sliding the gloves on and wobbling to my feet. “Alright, but if I die out there, I’m haunting you for the rest of your life.”

“Deal,” she said, linking her arm with mine as we headed for the door. “Now, go be fabulous.”

“Fabulous,” I muttered under my breath. “More like fabulously unqualified.”

Little did I know, the night was only just beginning.

The private fashion event was being held in an upscale downtown venue that looked like a cross between a nightclub and an art gallery—if both places were designed by someone with a limitless budget and a grudge against subtlety. The walls were lined with abstract art that probably cost more than my entire apartment, while shimmering lights cast everything in an otherworldly glow. The air smelled like a mix of expensive perfume, champagne, and the faint whiff of anxiety. Everywhere I looked, designers, models, and industry bigwigs were milling about, sipping champagne from flutes so delicate they looked like they’d shatter if you sneezed too hard.

The hum of chatter filled the space, a low buzz punctuated by the occasional burst of laughter or the sharp snap-snap of cameras. People floated around us with the kind of practiced grace that only comes from years of wearing clothes that cost more than my car.

“This is…a lot,” I whispered to Molly as we weaved our way through the crowd. My heels were already making my feet ache, and we hadn’t even been here five minutes.

“Just breathe,” Molly said, patting my arm as if I were a skittish horse about to bolt. “You’re doing great.”

“Doing great? I haven’t done anything yet.”

“Exactly,” she said with a smirk. “And you’ve already nailed it.”

I gave her a look that said, I’m not buying it, but before I could respond, a woman in a sleek red dress appeared in front of us as if she’d been conjured out of thin air.

She was tall, impossibly elegant, and had the kind of razor-sharp cheekbones that could probably slice bread. Her hair was pulled back into a tight, flawless bun, and she moved with the effortless confidence of someone who knew she was better than everyone else in the room—but was too polite to say it out loud.

“Molly! So good to see you,” the woman said in a low, velvety voice, air-kissing Molly on both cheeks like they were old friends—or at least old rivals pretending to be friends.

“Miranda,” Molly said, her tone light but professional. “Always a pleasure.”

Then Miranda’s gaze shifted to me, and I felt her assessing me in the way a jeweler might assess a diamond: critical but intrigued. Her perfectly-arched eyebrows lifted slightly, and her lips curved into the kind of smile that wasn’t entirely warm but wasn’t cold, either.

“And this must be your model,” she said, her sharp eyes scanning me from head to toe.

“Yes,” Molly said smoothly, her business voice kicking into high gear. “This is Alex. She’s the face of my collection.”

I resisted the urge to glance at Molly and say something like, Really? The face? Instead, I forced myself to smile and extended a hand. “Uh, nice to meet you. I’m Alex.”

Miranda took my hand in hers, her grip firm but not crushing. “I’m Miranda. Creative director for Maison Duval.” Her tone was polished, like everything she said was rehearsed in advance. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Uh, likewise,” I said, trying to channel whatever scraps of poise I had left.

Her eyes flicked over me again, lingering on the dress, the makeup, the heels. It wasn’t the kind of judgmental look I’d been expecting—more like she was mentally cataloging me, filing me away under some label I couldn’t quite decipher.

“You have an intriguing look,” Miranda said finally, tilting her head slightly. “Very…enigmatic. I can see why Molly chose you.”

“Thank you,” I said automatically, though inside I was screaming, What does that even mean? “Molly’s designs are incredible.”

Miranda gave a small nod, her expression unreadable but somehow approving. “I’ll see you both after the show. Best of luck.”

And with that, she turned and glided away, her red dress swishing dramatically behind her like she was in some kind of couture commercial.

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and turned to Molly. “Did she really say ‘enigmatic’? What does that even mean? Is that fashion-speak for ‘weird’?”

Molly grinned, clearly enjoying my discomfort. “It means she likes you. Trust me, if Miranda didn’t like you, you’d know.”

“I don’t know if I should be flattered or terrified,” I muttered, glancing around the room. Everywhere I looked, there were beautiful people doing beautiful things in beautiful clothes. I felt like an uninvited guest at a party I didn’t even want to attend.

“You’re doing great,” Molly said again, giving my arm a reassuring squeeze.

“Stop saying that,” I grumbled. “You’re jinxing me.”

Molly rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. Instead, she handed me a champagne flute that had magically appeared in her hand. “Here. Sip this. It’ll help with the nerves.”

I eyed the glass suspiciously. “What if I spill it? Or worse, what if I trip and throw it at someone? Knowing my luck, it’ll hit Miranda.”

“Then you’ll apologize charmingly, and she’ll admire your dedication to making an impression,” Molly said, smirking.

“You’re not taking this seriously,” I said, but I took the champagne anyway.

Molly leaned in closer, lowering her voice. “Listen, Alex, you’re overthinking this. Nobody here knows you’re nervous. You look the part, and that’s half the battle. Just keep your head high, smile when necessary, and pretend you belong here.”

“Pretend?” I said, raising an eyebrow. “That’s your advice?”

“Fake it till you make it,” she said with a shrug. “Besides, everyone else here is pretending, too. Trust me.”

As much as I wanted to argue, I couldn’t deny that she had a point. I took a cautious sip of champagne, hoping it might dull the edge of my nerves.

“Fine,” I said after a moment. “But if I trip, you’re coming down with me.”

“Deal,” Molly said with a laugh. “Now, let’s go mingle. You’ve got a room to charm.”

“Charm,” I repeated under my breath as she led me deeper into the crowd. “Great. Let’s see how that goes.”

Little did I know, the night was just getting started.

The show itself was a chaotic blur of nerves, adrenaline, and sheer, unrelenting terror. Backstage was a hive of activity, with designers, stylists, and assistants darting around like caffeinated bees, all shouting instructions or adjusting things at the last second. I was one of the last models to walk, which meant I had the dubious privilege of standing in the corner, sweating bullets, and psyching myself out while everyone else strutted onto the runway like they owned the place.

The other models were impossibly tall and glamorous, chatting casually as if walking in front of hundreds of people in clothes that required a small mortgage was just another Tuesday. Meanwhile, I was awkwardly perched on a stool, staring at my shoes like they were ticking time bombs strapped to my feet.

“Relax,” Molly whispered, suddenly appearing behind me like a very fashionable ghost. She crouched down to adjust the hem of my dress for what felt like the hundredth time. “You’ve got this.”

“Do I, though?” I whispered back, leaning toward her like I was confessing to a crime. “Because I’m pretty sure I’m about to pass out. Or vomit. Maybe both.”

“Stop being so dramatic,” she said, giving the dress a final tug before standing up. “You’ll be fine. Just breathe.”

I shot her a look. “That’s easy for you to say. You don’t have to walk out there in front of a crowd of judgmental rich people wearing heels that feel like medieval punishment devices.”

She rolled her eyes and patted my shoulder. “One foot in front of the other. Shoulders back, chin up. You’ve practiced this a million times. You’re going to be great.”

“Or I’m going to trip, faceplant, and become a meme,” I muttered, but she was already walking away to check on something else.

The minutes dragged on, each one feeling like an eternity. I could hear the muffled thud of the music, the applause as each model finished their walk, and the occasional sharp command from someone backstage. My heart was pounding so hard I half-expected it to burst out of my chest and make a break for the exit.

Finally, the assistant with the headset and clipboard gestured at me. “You’re up next.”

“Oh, good,” I said faintly, standing on legs that felt like they were made of wet spaghetti.

Molly appeared at my side again, her smile as bright as ever. “You’re going to kill it,” she whispered, squeezing my hand.

“Kill it or die trying,” I muttered under my breath.

“Positive vibes only,” she said, giving me a pointed look before nudging me toward the entrance to the runway.

And then, before I could fully process what was happening, it was my turn.

The moment I stepped onto the runway, it was like being hit by a wall of light and sound. The overhead lights were blinding, the bass of the music vibrated in my chest, and the crowd was just a sea of blurred faces beyond the glow of the stage. Somewhere in the haze, cameras flashed like tiny explosions, and I felt every muscle in my body lock up in sheer panic.

Heel-to-toe. Heel-to-toe, I chanted silently, focusing all my energy on not falling over. My brain was a split-second away from short-circuiting as I walked, every step feeling both painfully deliberate and terrifyingly precarious.

Don’t trip. Don’t trip. Don’t trip.

I reached the end of the runway and froze for a millisecond, trying to remember what I was supposed to do. Molly’s voice echoed in my head: One hand on your hip, the other trailing elegantly. Hold for a beat. And for the love of God, don’t grin like an idiot.

I struck the pose, probably looking more like someone awkwardly imitating a model than an actual one, and then turned to make my way back. My legs felt like Jell-O, but somehow, miraculously, I managed not to faceplant. By the time I stepped off the runway, my heart was racing so hard I thought I might pass out.

“You did it!” Molly was waiting for me backstage, her grin so wide it could’ve powered the entire venue.

“I didn’t die,” I said, wobbling slightly as I leaned against a wall for support. “So that’s a win.”

“You were incredible,” she said, throwing her arms around me in a hug that nearly knocked me over. “They loved you. I could see it in their faces.”

I gave her a skeptical look. “Are you sure they weren’t just trying to figure out if I was about to faint?”

Before she could respond, Claire appeared out of nowhere, looking as poised and intimidating as ever. Her sharp eyes swept over me, and for a split second, I thought she was about to deliver some kind of scathing critique.

“Well done,” she said, nodding once. “You handled yourself well out there.”

“Thanks,” I said, still trying to catch my breath.

“And the agencies were impressed,” Claire added, her tone almost…pleased? “Expect to hear from them soon.”

I froze. “Wait…what?”

Molly’s grin somehow got even wider, which I didn’t think was physically possible. “That’s amazing!” she squealed, practically bouncing on her heels.

“It’s terrifying,” I muttered, my mind racing. The idea of doing this again—of willingly subjecting myself to more blinding lights, high heels, and judgmental stares—made my stomach churn.

But before I could spiral too far into panic, Molly grabbed my arm and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “You survived your first runway. You can survive anything.”

“That’s…not comforting,” I said, glaring at her.

She just laughed, dragging me back toward the dressing area to get out of the gown.

As the night wound down, I couldn’t help but feel a strange mix of pride and dread. On the one hand, I’d survived my first event without falling flat on my face or setting anything on fire, which felt like a minor miracle. On the other hand, Claire’s words hung over me like a storm cloud: expect to hear from them soon.

I had a sinking feeling this wasn’t the end of my accidental modeling career. If anything, it was just the beginning.


Chapter 7

I should’ve seen it coming. Really, I should’ve. But somehow, in the haze of surviving my first runway show without breaking an ankle or spontaneously combusting, I’d let my guard down. I thought I was in the clear. I thought life would go back to normal.

I was wrong.

What started as a one-off favor for Molly had somehow snowballed into the agency’s next big obsession. Every day, my phone buzzed with texts, emails, and calls—most of them from Molly, Claire, or some agent whose name I didn’t even recognize. Each message was a variation of the same theme: more appearances, more shoots, more opportunities.

Opportunities for me, apparently.

“Alex, you’re blowing up,” Molly declared one morning, her voice practically vibrating with excitement. She was perched cross-legged on the couch, scrolling through her phone like it held the secrets of the universe. Her face was a mix of pride, excitement, and just a hint of smugness, like a parent watching their kid win a spelling bee while secretly thinking, I knew they’d be amazing.

I, on the other hand, was slouched in the armchair, nursing my third cup of coffee and glaring at my phone like it had personally betrayed me.

“The agencies love you,” she continued, oblivious to my suffering. “They’re already asking for another photoshoot to promote the collection. Do you know how huge this is?”

I groaned, rubbing my temples. “Molly, I agreed to one event. One. How did this turn into a full-blown career?”

She looked up from her phone, her expression shifting into her trademark don’t ruin this for me glare. “Because you’re good at it. Like, really good. Did you see the feedback from the event? They’re calling you ‘mysterious,’ ‘captivating,’ and ‘elegantly unconventional.’ Do you know how rare that is?”

I snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure ‘elegantly unconventional’ is just a fancy way of saying, ‘We can’t figure out this weirdo.’”

Molly rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck. “Don’t be so dramatic. You’re a hit. This is a good thing.”

“For you,” I shot back, jabbing a finger in her direction. “This is a good thing for you. You’re the designer. I’m just the poor sap stuck in heels and dresses, trying not to die of embarrassment.”

She set her phone down and scooted closer, her expression softening in that way that always made me feel like an ungrateful jerk. “Alex, I get it. I really do. This isn’t what you signed up for. But think about what this means for me—for us. If the collection takes off, it could change everything. I could finally get my own line, my own studio. And you…” She paused, giving me a pointed look. “You wouldn’t have to keep pretending to care about those job applications.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but no words came out. She wasn’t wrong. My so-called job hunt had been about as successful as trying to sell ice to penguins, and the idea of never having to write another soul-sucking cover letter was…tempting.

Still, I wasn’t about to let her win that easily. “Molly,” I said, leaning forward, “this is your dream. Not mine. I’m happy to help you, but I didn’t sign up to become the next big thing in the world of ‘elegantly unconventional’ fashion. I just want my life back.”

She sighed, her shoulders slumping slightly. “I know. And I’m not asking you to make this your life. I’m just asking you to do one more shoot. That’s it. One more. And then, if you really want to walk away, I won’t stop you.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Really? You won’t stop me? Because last time I said no, you showed up with a folder full of contracts and a guilt trip so powerful it could’ve gotten me to volunteer for jury duty.”

She grinned, clearly unrepentant. “I’m persuasive. What can I say?”

I groaned again, sinking back into the chair and closing my eyes. A part of me wanted to say no—to put my foot down and reclaim some semblance of normalcy. But then I thought about Molly, about how hard she’d been working for years to get her designs noticed. This was her big break, and I hated the idea of letting her down.

“Fine,” I said reluctantly, opening my eyes to find her staring at me with hopeful puppy-dog eyes. “I’ll do one more shoot. But that’s it, Molly. I mean it. No more after this.”

Her face lit up like I’d just told her she won the lottery. “You’re the best!” she squealed, launching herself off the couch and throwing her arms around me in a hug that nearly crushed my ribcage. “I promise, this is the last one. Just one more, and then you’re free.”

“Yeah, sure,” I muttered, patting her awkwardly on the back. “I’ve heard that before.”

Spoiler alert: it wasn’t.

The next photoshoot was a whole different beast. Bigger, shinier, and approximately five thousand percent more stressful. The agency had gone all out, renting a high-end studio that looked like it belonged in a movie montage about a fashion mogul’s rise to power. There were stylists, photographers, assistants, and people whose jobs I couldn’t even guess, all buzzing around in a synchronized chaos that made me want to crawl under a table.

Meanwhile, Molly was thriving. She was in her element, pointing, directing, and occasionally clapping her hands like a tiny general commanding her troops. I, on the other hand, was standing off to the side, trying not to hyperventilate while wearing yet another one of her creations—this time, a sapphire-blue gown with intricate beadwork and a train so long it felt like I was dragging a small carpet behind me.

“Relax,” Molly said, suddenly appearing in front of me and adjusting the neckline of the dress. Her tone was calm, but her eyes had that manic gleam she got whenever she was on a creative high. “You look incredible.”

“Incredible?” I repeated, glancing down at the gown. “I look like I’m about to trip over this train and take out half the camera crew.”

She gave me a pointed look, the kind that said you’re being ridiculous, but I’ll humor you. “You’ll be fine. Just channel your inner diva.”

I blinked at her. “Molly, I don’t have an inner diva. I have an inner gremlin that just wants to eat snacks and wear sweatpants.”

“Then fake it,” she said, stepping back and giving me a once-over. “You’re good at that.”

“Thanks?” I muttered, not entirely sure if that was a compliment.

The shoot itself was…intense. The heels were higher, the poses more complicated, and the photographer—a flamboyant man with a thick accent and a scarf that seemed to defy gravity—kept shouting things like, “Give me smolder!” and “Own the room, darling!” as if I had any idea how to do either of those things.

At one point, I tried to “smolder” and ended up looking like I had a stomach ache. Molly nearly fell over laughing, which didn’t exactly help my confidence.

But somehow, miraculously, I got through it. By the end of the day, the team seemed pleased, the photographer was gushing about my “enigmatic aura,” and Molly was practically glowing with pride.

“I told you,” she said as we left the studio. “You’re a natural.”

“Yeah, a natural disaster,” I muttered, kicking off the heels the second we got into the cab. “I can’t feel my toes. Pretty sure I’ve permanently lost circulation to at least three of them.”

She laughed, scrolling through the photos on her phone. “You’re going to be in magazines, Alex. Real magazines. How crazy is that?”

“Insane,” I said, leaning my head against the window. “This whole thing is insane.”

And, naturally, it only got crazier.

A few days later, Molly called me into the living room, her expression unusually serious. She was sitting on the couch, fidgeting with the hem of her sweater—a clear sign that whatever she was about to say, I wasn’t going to like it.

“Hey, we need to talk,” she said, her voice careful in that please don’t freak out tone people use when delivering bad news.

“Uh-oh,” I said, sinking onto the chair across from her. “That’s never a good start.”

“It’s nothing bad,” she said quickly, though the way she avoided eye contact said otherwise. “It’s just…well, the agency had some…suggestions. About you.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Suggestions? What kind of suggestions?”

She hesitated, her fingers twisting the hem of her sweater into knots. “They think you have a lot of potential, but they want to make some, uh…adjustments to enhance your image.”

“Adjustments?” I repeated, my stomach sinking. “What kind of adjustments?”

She took a deep breath, clearly trying to soften the blow. “They mentioned, um…subtle things. Like maybe softening your jawline. Or tweaking a few features to make you more…feminine.”

I stared at her, the words sinking in like a lead weight. “Are you talking about surgery?”

“Not surgery,” she said quickly, holding up her hands. “Just…minor procedures. And they also brought up hormone therapy, but that’s totally optional—”

“Optional?” I interrupted, my voice rising. “Molly, are you hearing yourself? They want me to change my face and pump myself full of hormones. How is that optional?”

She winced, clearly regretting every word. “I know how it sounds, okay? But they’re just suggestions. You don’t have to do any of it. It’s completely up to you.”

“No,” I said firmly, standing up and crossing my arms. “Absolutely not. This has gone way too far, Molly. I’m not doing it.”

“Alex, wait,” she said, grabbing my arm as I started to walk away. “Just hear me out.”

“There’s nothing to hear,” I shot back, pulling my arm free. “I agreed to help you with a couple of shoots. That’s it. I’m not turning myself into some Frankenstein experiment for the sake of a dress.”

She flinched, and the hurt in her eyes made my stomach twist. “I’m not asking you to do anything you don’t want to do,” she said quietly. “I just…I want you to know what’s on the table. That’s all.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “Molly, I love you. I really do. But this? This isn’t me. I’m not cut out for this world.”

“I know,” she said softly, her shoulders slumping. “I’m sorry.”

For a moment, we just stood there, the weight of the conversation hanging heavy between us. I could see the conflict in her eyes—the guilt, the hope, the fear of pushing me too far. And as much as I wanted to stay mad, I couldn’t.

“Let’s just…take a break from all this,” I said finally, my voice gentler. “No more shoots, no more meetings. I need some time to breathe.”

She nodded, her expression a mix of relief and disappointment. “Okay. No more.”

But deep down, I knew it wasn’t the end. Not yet.

Despite Molly’s promise to back off, the agency didn’t seem to get the memo. They were relentless. Emails flooded my inbox, texts popped up at all hours of the day, and my phone rang so often I started to consider chucking it out the window. Each message was more insistent than the last: Sign the contract. Commit to the brand. Be the face of the collection.

It was like being stalked by a very glamorous, very determined swarm of bees.

“This is ridiculous,” I said one night, pacing the living room like a madwoman. My phone was clutched in my hand, and I waved it in the air for emphasis, as if Molly could somehow feel the full weight of the harassment through sheer proximity. “They’re like vultures. Can’t they take a hint?”

“They’re just excited,” Molly said, perched on the couch with a glass of wine that she was sipping far too calmly, considering the situation. She looked completely unbothered, her legs tucked under her like she was settling in for a night of Netflix.

“Excited?” I repeated, spinning around to face her. “Molly, they’ve called me three times today. THREE. I’ve blocked numbers less persistent than this!”

“You’re a hot commodity right now,” she said, shrugging like this was the most obvious thing in the world.

“I don’t want to be a commodity!” I snapped, throwing my phone onto the coffee table with a dramatic clatter. “I just want my life back! My boring, uneventful, heel-free life where the biggest decision I have to make is whether to order pizza or Chinese food.”

She sighed, setting her glass down and fixing me with a look that was equal parts guilt and exasperation. “Alex, I know this isn’t what you wanted. But can’t you see how big this is? They’re not just interested in you—they’re interested in us. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

“For who?” I shot back, crossing my arms. “Because it sure as hell doesn’t feel like a ‘once-in-a-lifetime’ for me. It feels like a slow, painful descent into madness.”

Molly stood up, running a hand through her hair. She looked genuinely torn, like she was trying to balance on a tightrope with no safety net. “I get it, okay? I do. But this is the kind of break I’ve been working toward my entire life. Do you know how rare it is to get this kind of attention? To have people in the industry actually care about what you’re doing? It’s…it’s everything I’ve ever wanted.”

Her voice cracked slightly on the last word, and I felt my frustration waver, just a little.

“At what cost, though?” I said, my tone softening. “Molly, I don’t even recognize myself anymore. I’m wearing dresses I can’t breathe in, heels that make my feet feel like they’ve been set on fire, and makeup so thick I could probably use it as spackle. This isn’t me.”

She looked at me, her eyes glassy with unshed tears. “I never meant for this to happen. I just…I didn’t want to lose my shot. And you were so good at it, Alex. I didn’t think…I didn’t think it would spiral like this.”

For a moment, the weight of everything hung heavy between us: her dream, my discomfort, the relentless pressure from the agency. The room was so quiet I could hear the faint hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen.

I sank down onto the couch beside her, the fight draining out of me. “I know. And I want to help. I really do. But this? This isn’t me, Molly. It never was.”

She nodded, a single tear slipping down her cheek. “I’m sorry.”

I sighed, leaning back and staring up at the ceiling. “You’ve gotta stop apologizing. It’s not all your fault. I mean, it’s mostly your fault, but not all of it.”

She let out a watery laugh, swiping at her face with the sleeve of her sweater. “You’re such a jerk.”

“Yeah, well, you’re a dictator in yoga pants,” I shot back, nudging her with my elbow.

For the first time in weeks, it felt like we were finally on the same page. Like we’d hit the reset button on the whole ordeal, even if just for a moment.

But, of course, the universe wasn’t done with me yet.

Not even twenty-four hours later, my phone buzzed again. I ignored it at first, but then Molly walked into the room holding her own phone, her face pale.

“Uh, Alex?” she said, her voice hesitant.

“What?” I asked warily, already bracing myself.

“The agency just emailed me,” she said, biting her lip. “They’re…upping the stakes.”

My stomach dropped. “What does that mean?”

“They’re offering a bigger deal,” she said, looking down at her phone like it might explode. “More money, more exposure…and they want you to sign a long-term contract.”

I stared at her, my mouth falling open. “Are you kidding me? Molly, I’ve told them no a thousand times. How much clearer can I be?”

“I know, I know,” she said quickly, holding up her hands like she was trying to calm a wild animal. “But they’re not giving up. They think you’re the key to selling the collection. They’re even talking about expanding into international markets.”

“International markets?!” I repeated, my voice going up an octave. “I can’t even handle the local market, Molly! What am I supposed to do, learn how to smolder in multiple languages?”

She flinched, and for a second, I felt bad for snapping. But only for a second.

“Look,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose, “you need to tell them—again—that I’m out. Done. Finished. No more contracts, no more photoshoots, no more ‘elegantly unconventional’ nonsense. Just…no.”

She nodded, but her expression was conflicted. “Okay. I’ll tell them.”

But as she walked away, I couldn’t shake the sinking feeling in my gut. The agency wasn’t going to back down. Not yet.

And the trap? It was already closing in.


Chapter 8

The day started innocently enough. You were sitting at the kitchen table, sipping coffee and scrolling through your inbox, deleting emails about “exclusive investment opportunities” that you were 99% sure were scams. It was the kind of slow, uneventful morning you lived for. Peaceful. Predictable. Utterly safe.

Molly, on the other hand, was a whirlwind of motion. She darted around the kitchen with the kind of manic energy that could only come from a dangerous mix of ambition and way too much caffeine. In one hand, she clutched a notebook thick enough to double as a doorstop, and in the other, her phone, which she was furiously scrolling through like it held the secrets to world domination.

“Okay,” she said suddenly, dropping the notebook onto the table with a dramatic thud that made you nearly spill your coffee. “I’ve got the appointments all lined up. Next week is going to be huge.”

You raised an eyebrow, cautiously lowering your mug. “Appointments for what?”

Molly blinked at you, her expression somewhere between amused and exasperated. “For you, obviously.”

“For me?” you echoed, dread creeping into your voice like a slow, inevitable tide. “Appointments for what exactly, Molly?”

“Well...” She flipped open the notebook, revealing a color-coded schedule so detailed it looked like something a NASA mission control team would use. There were tabs. Actual tabs. “Facial feminization surgery, some light vocal cord work, and just a tiny shave of your Adam’s apple. Oh! And we’ll start hormone therapy. It’s all super straightforward.”

You stared at her, your brain short-circuiting. “Minor?” you repeated, your voice rising an octave. “Molly, you’re talking about shaving bones and tweaking my vocal cords like I’m a car going in for a tune-up!”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” she said, waving a hand dismissively as if you’d just complained about a haircut. “It’s all very routine. The surgeon is amazing. I’ve already seen his portfolio. You’ll look incredible.”

“That’s not exactly comforting,” you muttered, rubbing your temples like you could physically massage the stress out of your skull. “And why, exactly, are we doing this again?”

Molly leaned forward, her eyes sparkling with the kind of excitement that made you instantly suspicious. “Because this is our chance—no, your chance—to take this whole modeling thing to the next level. You’ve already got the agencies hooked, but with just a few tweaks, you’ll be unstoppable. Think of it as... as an investment.”

“An investment?” you said, your voice dripping with sarcasm. “An investment in what? My discomfort? My ability to survive elective surgery without having a nervous breakdown?”

“In us, silly!” Molly said, grinning like this was the most obvious thing in the world. “This is bigger than just you. It’s about the brand. The collection. The future!”

You groaned, leaning back in your chair and staring at the ceiling like it might offer you some kind of divine intervention. “Molly, I agreed to help you. I agreed to wear the dresses and totter around in those death traps you call heels. But I didn’t sign up for—” You gestured vaguely at the notebook. “—this.”

She crossed her arms, her smile fading into a determined frown. “You said you’d do whatever it takes. Remember? Those were your exact words.”

You sat up, narrowing your eyes at her. “Yeah, I said that because I thought ‘whatever it takes’ meant, like…showing up to a couple of photoshoots. Not letting someone shave my Adam’s apple like it’s a block of parmesan!”

Molly sighed, rubbing her forehead like you were the unreasonable one here. “Look, I know this sounds extreme—”

“Sounds extreme?” you interrupted. “Molly, this is textbook extreme.”

“—but this is how the industry works,” she continued, ignoring your outburst. “You’re already halfway there, Alex. You’ve got the look, the presence, the intrigue. This is just the finishing touch. The cherry on top.”

“The cherry on top of what? My dignity?”

She gave you a pleading look, her determination softening into something almost vulnerable. “Alex, I wouldn’t be asking if I didn’t think this was important. You’re amazing as you are, but the agencies want... more. This is how we make it happen. This is how we win.”

You stared at her, torn between frustration and guilt. You knew how much this meant to her. You’d seen the late nights, the rejection letters, the endless hustle to get her designs noticed. Helping her had started as a favor, but now it felt like you were strapped to a rocket ship that was hurtling out of control.

“I don’t know, Molly,” you said finally, your voice quieter. “This feels like too much. I mean, what if something goes wrong? What if I end up looking like a Picasso painting?”

She laughed, but it was shaky, and her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “That won’t happen. I promise. The surgeon is the best in the business. You’ll come out of this looking like a million bucks.”

“Yeah, and how much is that going to cost, exactly?” you muttered, glancing at the notebook again.

She placed her hand over yours, her expression earnest. “I know it’s a lot. But I promise you, this will all be worth it. Just trust me, okay?”

You sighed, the weight of her expectations pressing down on you like a lead blanket. The notebook sat between you, its meticulous schedule taunting you with its inevitability.

“Fine,” you said finally, the word tasting like defeat. “But if I end up looking like a Picasso, you’re paying for the repairs.”

Molly’s face lit up like a kid who’d just been told Christmas was coming early. “You won’t regret this,” she said, squeezing your hand.

“I already regret it,” you muttered under your breath, reaching for your coffee like it might somehow drown out the overwhelming sense of doom.

The day of the surgeries felt like walking into an episode of a medical drama, except there was no dashing doctor to flirt with, and you were pretty sure the only thing getting a dramatic rescue was Molly’s career. You sat in the clinic’s waiting room, wearing a hospital gown that was far too drafty for your liking. The fabric had the texture of sandpaper, and the open back made you feel like you were auditioning for a role as “Awkward Patient #3” in a low-budget commercial.

Molly, of course, looked completely at ease. She was lounging in the chair next to you, flipping through a glossy fashion magazine like this was just another Tuesday morning—like you weren’t about to be diced, shaved, and sanded like an overly ambitious woodworking project.

“I still think this is overkill,” you muttered, shifting uncomfortably as the gown rode up in places you didn’t want to think about.

“Relax,” Molly said without looking up, her perfectly manicured fingers turning the page of the magazine with infuriating calm. “It’s just a few little adjustments. You’ll be out in no time.”

“A few little adjustments?” you repeated, your voice dripping with sarcasm. “Molly, they’re shaving bones. Bones don’t just grow back, you know. This isn’t a haircut.”

She finally glanced up, rolling her eyes. “Oh, stop whining. You’re acting like they’re amputating a limb. You’ll thank me when you see the results.”

“Will I?” you shot back, narrowing your eyes. “Because right now, I feel like I’m starring in one of those horror movies where the victim willingly walks into the mad scientist’s lab.”

Before she could respond with something equally patronizing, the nurse appeared in the doorway, clipboard in hand. “Alex? We’re ready for you.”

Molly beamed and shot you a double thumbs-up, as if you were about to crush a job interview instead of voluntarily letting someone take a scalpel to your face. “You’ve got this!”

You glared at her but stood up anyway, clutching the back of the gown to preserve what little dignity you had left. As you followed the nurse down the sterile hallway, the sound of your hospital slippers scuffing against the floor felt unnervingly like a death march.

The operating room was as cold and clinical as you’d imagined—bright overhead lights, gleaming instruments, and an unsettling hum of machines that sounded far too cheerful for what was about to happen. The surgeon greeted you with a smile so cheerful it made you immediately suspicious.

“Good morning! Ready to get started?” he asked, his voice chipper, like this was just another day at the office.

“I guess that depends,” you said, climbing onto the table as gracefully as possible. “Do any of your Yelp reviews mention ‘accidental Picasso faces’?”

He chuckled, clearly used to nervous patients trying to mask their terror with jokes. “Don’t worry, you’re in excellent hands. I’ve done this procedure hundreds of times.”

“Great,” you muttered. “I feel so much better knowing I’m the 101st person to have their face turned into a construction site.”

The first procedure was the facial feminization. The surgeon explained everything in painstaking detail—how they’d soften your brow, contour your jawline, and refine your nose. You nodded along, but your brain was doing its best impression of an alarm siren, screaming They’re going to jackhammer your face! over and over.

Next came the vocal cord shaving. The surgeon assured you it was a simple, minimally invasive procedure, but the thought of someone poking around your throat with a scalpel made you shudder. “Minimally invasive” sounded suspiciously like code for “we promise not to decapitate you.”

And finally, the pièce de résistance: the Adam’s apple shave. Or, as the surgeon called it, “a small adjustment.” Small adjustment, my ass. It sounded like they were about to sandpaper my neck like a piece of furniture that needed refinishing.

By the time the anesthesia kicked in, you were pretty sure you’d muttered, “If I die, tell Molly this is her fault,” at least twice.

When you woke up, it felt like you’d been hit by a truck. No, scratch that—an entire fleet of trucks. Your face throbbed in ways you didn’t know were possible, your throat felt like it had been scrubbed with sandpaper, and your neck was so tender you were afraid to even swallow.

Blinking groggily, you realized you were back in a recovery room, surrounded by the comforting sounds of beeping monitors and the faint murmur of nurses outside the door. Molly was there, of course, practically vibrating with excitement in the chair next to your bed.

“How do you feel?” she asked, leaning forward and clasping her hands together like she was watching someone unwrap a Christmas present.

You tried to speak, but all that came out was a hoarse croak. “Like I got run over by a fashion truck,” you rasped, your voice so raw it sounded like you’d been gargling gravel.

Molly’s eyes widened, and she clapped her hands together, practically bouncing in her seat. “Oh my God, your voice already sounds softer! This is amazing!”

You glared at her—or at least, you tried to. It was hard to tell if your face was actually doing what you wanted it to, considering half of it felt like it was wrapped in cement. “Glad one of us is enjoying this.”

“You’ll thank me later,” she said, brushing off your sarcasm like it was nothing. “I mean, just wait until you see the results. You’re going to look incredible.”

“Can’t wait,” you mumbled, closing your eyes and sinking back into the pillow.

“By the way,” she added, her voice far too casual for your liking, “the surgeon said you’ll need to avoid solid foods for a few days, so I picked up some protein shakes and soup for you. Oh, and they also said no talking as much as possible while your throat heals.”

You groaned, the sound more pitiful than intimidating. “No talking? Molly, do you realize how hard it is not to talk when I’m surrounded by you?”

She smirked. “Consider it a challenge.”

You sighed, too exhausted to argue. As Molly prattled on about post-op care instructions and how excited she was to see the final results, you couldn’t help but wonder if agreeing to this had been your worst decision yet—or if somehow, against all odds, it would actually be worth it.

But for now, all you could focus on was how much your face hurt and how badly you wanted to sleep.

The first week of recovery was, in a word, miserable. Your face felt like it had been pummeled by a professional boxer, your throat was raw from the vocal cord surgery, and your neck was so tender you were convinced even a light breeze could knock you out. And then there was Molly—hovering over you like a mother hen who’d just discovered caffeine.

“Don’t touch that!” she snapped as you reached for the bandage on your jaw. “Do you want to ruin the surgeon’s work already?”

“I’m not touching,” you grumbled, jerking your hand back like a scolded child. “I’m checking. There’s a difference.”

“Yeah, well, don’t check either,” she said, thrusting a glass of something green and ominously thick into your hands. “Here. Drink this.”

You stared at the concoction, swirling it around like you might find a worm floating at the bottom. “What is this? Did you blend the lawn?”

“It’s a green smoothie,” she said, as if that explained anything. “It’s good for your skin.”

“I’d rather let my skin rot,” you muttered, but the look in her eyes told you there was no escaping this. With a resigned sigh, you pinched your nose and took a sip. It was somehow worse than you expected.

“Good, right?” she asked, grinning as if she hadn’t just poisoned you.

“It tastes like despair,” you said, gagging. “Why does it taste like despair?”

“Because you’re dramatic,” she replied, snatching the glass back before you could set it down. “And because your body is probably going into shock from consuming something healthy for once.”

The days blurred together in a fog of bandages, bruises, and Molly’s relentless fussing. She flitted around the apartment with the energy of a hummingbird, fluffing your pillows, adjusting your ice packs, and snapping photos of your progress like some kind of deranged medical photographer.

By day four, the swelling started to go down, and you finally dared to look in the mirror. At first, it was hard to tell what you were looking at. Your face was still tender and discolored, but there was something... different. Softer. More delicate. The angular features you’d lived with for years were gone, replaced by something undeniably feminine.

It was unsettling, to say the least.

Molly, of course, was over the moon. “You look incredible,” she gushed, holding up her phone to snap yet another photo. “Seriously, Alex, you’re like a whole new person.”

“Great,” you said flatly, leaning against the counter. “Now I just need a whole new personality to match.”

She rolled her eyes, clearly unimpressed with your sarcasm. “Oh, stop being so dramatic. You look amazing, and you know it.”

“Do I?” you replied, tilting your head and squinting at your reflection. “Because I feel like I’ve been photoshopped in real life, and it’s freaking me out.”

She ignored you, too busy scrolling through her phone and muttering to herself about lighting and angles.

Meanwhile, the hormones were beginning to kick in, and the changes were... subtle, but noticeable. Your skin felt softer, smoother, like you’d been dipped in moisturizer. Your beard, once a constant stubble warzone, now grew slower and finer. And then there were your hips—was it your imagination, or were they starting to look... rounder?

Of course, Molly noticed immediately.

“Look at you!” she exclaimed one morning, practically dragging you into the bathroom to stare at your reflection. “You’re practically glowing!”

“Yeah,” you said, swiping a hand over your face. “That’s probably all the moisturizer you keep slathering on me.”

“No, it’s more than that,” she said, beaming. “You’re transforming.”

“Into what? A skincare commercial?”

She just laughed, clearly ignoring your protests, and went on to adjust your hair like you were a mannequin she was prepping for display.

Not everything went smoothly, though. There were plenty of awkward moments—like the time you answered the door for a delivery, still groggy from a nap, and the delivery guy immediately said, “Here you go, ma’am.”

You froze, blinking at him. “Uh... thanks?”

When you shut the door, Molly was doubled over laughing, tears streaming down her face.

“See?” she wheezed, barely able to catch her breath. “You’re already passing!”

“Passing for what?” you snapped, your face burning. “A confused delivery driver?”

But even you couldn’t deny that her plan was working. The agencies were calling nonstop, practically begging Molly to send over more photos of the “mystery model” who was generating so much buzz. Her boss was thrilled, her designs were getting attention, and Molly’s confidence was at an all-time high.

You, on the other hand, were starting to feel like a passenger on a runaway train. Everything was happening so fast—too fast—and you couldn’t shake the feeling that this was only the beginning.

One night, as you stared at your reflection in the bathroom mirror, you couldn’t help but linger on the changes. The swelling was gone now, and the bruises had faded into faint shadows. Your face looked... softer, sure, but also unfamiliar, like someone had subtly swapped out your reflection when you weren’t paying attention.

You ran a hand over your jaw, tracing the smoother lines, then down to your neck, where the faint scar from the Adam’s apple shave was still healing. Your throat felt different too—every time you spoke, you couldn’t help but notice the higher, softer pitch.

“How far is this going to go?” you muttered under your breath, your voice hoarse but undeniably different.

Of course, Molly chose that exact moment to pop her head into the bathroom. “What was that?”

“Nothing,” you said quickly, turning away from the mirror.

She grinned, clearly unfazed. “Well, hurry up. I need to show you the emails we got today. You’re going to freak out when you see these offers.”

“Freaking out seems to be my default lately,” you muttered, but she didn’t hear you.

As she disappeared down the hall, rattling off something about magazine spreads and international campaigns, you took one last look at the mirror.

Yeah, this was definitely only the beginning.


Chapter 9

Your modeling career had picked up momentum faster than you could have imagined—or wanted. One moment, you were recovering from surgeries with Molly force-feeding you green sludge smoothies; the next, you were stepping into a massive, high-energy studio that looked like the epicenter of a caffeine-fueled tornado.

The place was buzzing with activity—makeup artists armed with brushes the size of paint rollers, hairstylists wielding cans of hairspray like flamethrowers, and assistants scurrying around with clipboards and an air of panic. The designers were huddled in a corner, muttering to each other as if they were plotting world domination, and the photographer looked like he hadn’t slept in three days but was somehow running on pure adrenaline and overpriced lattes.

“Okay,” Molly said, adjusting the strap of her camera bag as the two of you stepped inside. She was practically vibrating with excitement, her eyes darting around like a kid in a candy store. “This is a big deal. Just follow my lead, smile when you need to, and try not to trip over anything.”

“Why do you always assume I’m going to trip?” you asked, your voice tinged with nerves as you took in the chaos around you.

“Because you’re you,” she said with a smirk, already distracted as she scanned the room for someone important-looking. “And because heels are your mortal enemy.”

You glanced down at the towering stilettos strapped to your feet, which were already pinching your toes in ways you were sure weren’t medically advisable. “I’m starting to think this whole modeling thing is just an elaborate plot to ruin my ankles.”

Molly laughed, giving you a playful nudge. “Come on. You’ll be great. You’ve got the look, the walk, the... well, most of the confidence. Just channel your inner diva.”

“My inner what?”

“Your diva,” she repeated, striking a dramatic pose that made her look like she was auditioning for a soap opera. “You know, like Beyoncé. Or... or one of those Victoria’s Secret angels.”

You raised an eyebrow, tugging at the hem of the impossibly tight dress they’d stuffed you into. “I don’t think I have an inner diva. I think I have an inner accountant who wants to run the numbers on how much I’m being underpaid for this.”

Molly rolled her eyes, clearly unimpressed with your wit. “Just smile and look pretty. Leave the math to someone else.”

Before you could argue, she grabbed your arm and dragged you toward the set, where the photographer was barking instructions at an assistant who looked like they might burst into tears at any moment.

“Ah! There she is!” the photographer exclaimed when he spotted you, clapping his hands together like a theater director about to unveil his magnum opus. He was a wiry man with wild hair, a scarf that seemed to serve no practical purpose, and an accent you couldn’t quite place. “Darling, you are gorgeous. Like a swan that has just emerged from her cocoon!”

“Swan... cocoon?” you mumbled, glancing at Molly for clarification, but she just shrugged.

“Don’t think about it too much,” she whispered. “He’s a genius. Let him do his thing.”

You weren’t sure if “genius” was the right word, but before you could dwell on it, you were shooed onto the set, where a blinding array of lights made you feel like you were about to be interrogated by the FBI.

“All right, darling,” the photographer said, circling you like a hawk sizing up its prey. “Chin up! Shoulders back! Think regal! Think... mysterious! Think ‘I have a secret, and it’s fabulous!’”

You blinked at him, unsure if you were supposed to laugh or actually attempt to exude “fabulous secrecy.”

“Don’t just stand there, darling!” he cried, throwing his hands in the air. “Pose! Give me drama! Give me life!”

Molly gave you an encouraging thumbs-up from the sidelines, so you did your best to follow the photographer’s increasingly bizarre instructions.

“More smolder!” he shouted, snapping photos so quickly the camera sounded like it was having a seizure. “Yes, yes! Now tilt your head! No, not like that—less confused pigeon, more dangerous seductress!”

“I don’t... think I have that setting,” you muttered under your breath, but you tilted your head anyway.

“Perfect! Now give me a smile—but not too much smile! We don’t want ‘happy,’ we want... enigmatic! Like you’re laughing at a joke only you understand!”

By this point, your face was starting to ache from all the forced expressions, and you were pretty sure your “enigmatic smile” just looked like you were plotting revenge.

Still, the photographer seemed thrilled. “Yes! Brilliant! You are a vision! Like a goddess! Like a phoenix rising from the ashes of mediocrity!”

“Pretty sure he just called me mediocre,” you muttered to Molly during a brief break.

She snorted, handing you a bottle of water. “Take the compliment, Alex. He’s obsessed with you.”

The rest of the shoot was a blur of flashing lights, dramatic poses, and people shouting at you to “relax your shoulders” and “find your light.” By the time it was over, you were convinced you’d need physical therapy just to untangle your spine from all the awkward angles they’d made you hold.

But Molly was practically glowing as she hovered over the photographer’s tablet, flipping through the shots with the kind of reverence usually reserved for priceless works of art.

“These are amazing,” she gushed, grabbing your arm and dragging you over to see. “Look at this one! And this one! You look like a total natural.”

You peered at the screen, barely recognizing the person staring back at you. The lighting, makeup, and angles had transformed you into someone who looked... polished. Glamorous. Like the kind of person who casually lounged on yachts and wore sunglasses indoors.

“I look like I’m trying to sell overpriced perfume,” you said flatly.

“Exactly!” Molly beamed, clearly missing your sarcasm. “That’s the whole point!”

You sighed, rubbing your temples. “Great. Can I sell it while sitting down? My ankles are about to revolt.”

Molly laughed, patting your shoulder. “Don’t worry, superstar. This is just the beginning.”

You weren’t sure if that was a promise or a threat, but as you slipped off the stilettos and felt your toes come back to life, you decided to take it one photoshoot at a time.

The real chaos began at your second big event—a runway show for an up-and-coming designer who was either destined for greatness or about to have a very public meltdown. The venue was packed with industry elites, all dressed to the nines in outfits so avant-garde you weren’t entirely sure if they were wearing clothes or abstract art. Champagne flowed like tap water, and the air was thick with the smell of hairspray, expensive perfume, and a faint whiff of panic.

Backstage, things were even worse. It was a jungle of garment racks, makeup stations, and frantic assistants barking orders into headsets like they were coordinating a military operation. Models flitted around in various states of undress, their faces blank as makeup artists attacked them with brushes and sponges. Somewhere in the chaos, someone was shouting about a missing shoe like it was the end of the world.

You were tucked in a corner, trying to stay out of everyone’s way as you adjusted the straps of the dress Molly had forced you into. It was one of those “high fashion” pieces—beautiful but entirely impractical. The fabric shimmered under the fluorescent lights, but it was so tight you were pretty sure breathing was optional.

That’s when you met James.

He appeared out of nowhere, like a cologne ad brought to life. Tall, with chiseled cheekbones and a jawline so sharp it could probably slice through a baguette, he had the kind of effortless charm that made you instinctively suspicious. His dark hair was perfectly tousled, his suit looked like it had been tailored by angels, and his grin had the kind of sparkle that could end wars—or start them.

“Hey,” he said, flashing you a smile that was 90% confidence and 10% mischief. “You’re the new girl, right?”

You froze, your brain immediately short-circuiting. It wasn’t just that he was attractive. It was the way he was attractive—like he knew it and was already planning to use it against you. “Uh... yeah, I guess,” you said, your voice coming out slightly higher-pitched than you intended.

“I’m James,” he said, holding out a hand like this was a casual meet-and-greet and not the backstage equivalent of a war zone. “And you are...?”

You hesitated, glancing around in search of Molly, who had conveniently vanished the moment you needed her. Probably off charming some magazine editor or threatening a stylist over a crooked hemline. “Uh, I’m—”

“This is her,” one of the makeup artists interrupted, swooping in with a lipstick brush like she was about to perform emergency surgery. She cupped your chin and tilted your face toward the light, inspecting her work with a level of focus that made you wonder if she was secretly a sculptor. “The mystery model everyone’s been talking about.”

James raised an eyebrow, his grin widening as he leaned casually against the nearest clothing rack. “The mystery model, huh? I can see why. You’ve got... a unique look.”

You blinked, unsure whether to be flattered or insulted. “Uh... thanks?”

The makeup artist hummed in approval, giving your lips one final swipe before disappearing back into the chaos. That left you alone with James, who was now studying you with the kind of intensity usually reserved for art critics and detectives in crime dramas.

“So, what’s your story?” he asked, crossing his arms and tilting his head like you were some sort of puzzle he was trying to solve. “How’d you end up in all this?”

“Oh, you know,” you said, trying to sound casual despite the fact that your heart was currently sprinting a marathon. “Just... helping out a friend.”

“Really?” he said, his tone skeptical but amused. “Most people don’t end up on a runway by accident.”

“Well, I’m not most people,” you shot back, hoping a bit of sarcasm would distract him from the fact that you were actively trying not to hyperventilate.

His grin widened, and for a brief, horrifying moment, you thought he might actually wink at you. “Clearly.”

You opened your mouth to respond—probably with something snarky—but before you could get the words out, a voice boomed over the backstage chaos.

“All right, people! Line up! We’re starting in five!”

The stage manager’s announcement sent everyone into a frenzy. Models scrambled to find their places, assistants darted around with last-minute fixes, and someone somewhere was still shouting about the missing shoe. You let out a small sigh of relief, grateful for the excuse to escape the conversation.

“Well,” you said, stepping away from James, “looks like it’s showtime.”

But before you could make your escape, he leaned in close—too close—and whispered, “See you out there, mystery girl.”

His voice was low and smooth, dripping with the kind of confidence that made you want to roll your eyes and maybe throw a shoe at him. Instead, you just gave him a tight smile and hurried to take your place in the lineup.

As you stood there, waiting for your turn to walk, you couldn’t help but glance over your shoulder. Sure enough, James was watching you, a lazy smirk on his face like he already knew exactly how to get under your skin.

“Great,” you muttered under your breath, adjusting the straps of your dress one last time. “Just what I needed—a runway and a rom-com.”

The stage manager clapped his hands and shouted, “Go, go, go!” and suddenly, you were walking. The lights were blinding, the music was thumping, and the crowd was a blur of faces you couldn’t see. But somewhere in the back of your mind, you could still feel James’ gaze, like a persistent itch you couldn’t scratch.

When the show was over and the applause had faded, you found yourself back in the dressing area, peeling off the dress like it was some kind of medieval torture device. Molly appeared out of nowhere, grinning from ear to ear.

“You killed it out there!” she said, practically bouncing on her heels.

“Yeah, sure,” you muttered, kicking off the stilettos with a groan. “If by ‘killed it,’ you mean ‘managed not to trip and die.’”

She laughed, but before you could launch into a rant about how runway shows should come with hazard pay, James strolled into the room like he owned the place.

“Not bad, mystery girl,” he said, giving you a once-over. “Not bad at all.”

You glared at him, but he just winked—actually winked—before sauntering off.

Molly raised an eyebrow. “Friend of yours?”

“Not if I can help it,” you muttered, already dreading whatever chaos James would inevitably bring into your life next.

The show had been a blur—flashing lights, pounding music, and the overwhelming pressure of not face-planting in front of hundreds of people who were dressed like they’d been styled by gods. Somehow, you made it through without tripping, falling, or spontaneously combusting, which you considered a win. But just as you were starting to feel like you could breathe again, the real challenge began: the cocktail reception.

Molly had practically dragged you to the bar, claiming it was time to “network.” This, of course, translated to her chatting up potential clients and industry bigwigs while you stood awkwardly to the side, clutching a glass of sparkling water like it was a lifeline. The room was packed with the kind of people who could effortlessly hold a champagne flute in one hand and a conversation about the nuances of haute couture in the other. You, meanwhile, were doing your best impression of a decorative plant.

And then James appeared.

“Nice walk out there,” he said, sliding into the space beside you like he’d been waiting for the perfect moment to strike. He was holding a glass of something amber and expensive-looking, and his grin was as cocky as ever. “You’ve got a real presence.”

You resisted the urge to roll your eyes. “Thanks,” you said, keeping your tone polite but cool.

“So,” he continued, leaning casually against the bar like it was a movie set and he was the leading man. “What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?”

You turned to him, raising an eyebrow. “Seriously? That’s your line?”

He chuckled, completely unfazed. “What can I say? I’m old school. Besides, it worked, didn’t it? You’re talking to me.”

“Technically, I’m replying to you,” you said, taking a sip of your sparkling water. “There’s a difference.”

James laughed, a deep, easy sound that somehow managed to make you feel both annoyed and slightly flustered. “Fair enough,” he said, his gaze lingering on you just a second longer than necessary. “But you don’t strike me as the kind of person who just ‘replies.’”

Before you could come up with a retort, Molly swooped in like a hawk that had spotted a juicy piece of gossip. “Well, well, well,” she said, her eyes practically gleaming with mischief as she placed a hand on your shoulder. “Who’s this?”

“James,” he said smoothly, turning his charming smile on her. “And you are?”

“Molly,” she replied, matching his grin with one of her own. “Her... manager.”

“Manager, huh?” James said, glancing between the two of you with amused curiosity. “Well, you must be doing a great job. She’s definitely got the look.”

“Oh, she’s a total natural,” Molly said, clearly enjoying herself. “But don’t let her fool you—she’s still getting used to all this attention.”

“Molly,” you said through gritted teeth, shooting her a warning look.

She ignored you completely, her grin widening. “Anyway,” she said, giving James a sly once-over. “I’ll leave you two to... chat.”

Before you could stop her, she disappeared into the crowd, leaving you alone with James. You sighed, pinching the bridge of your nose. “She thinks she’s hilarious.”

“She’s not wrong,” James said, his grin returning in full force. “You’re fun to talk to.”

“Yeah, well, don’t get used to it,” you said, trying to sound annoyed but failing miserably when your lips twitched into the beginnings of a smile.

James raised his glass in a mock toast, his eyes glinting with amusement. “To the mystery model,” he said, his voice low and teasing. “May we meet again.”

And just like that, he was gone, slipping back into the crowd as effortlessly as he’d appeared.

You exhaled, finally able to relax—at least until Molly reappeared, practically vibrating with excitement.

“So,” she said, nudging you with her elbow. “What did James want?”

“Nothing,” you said quickly, taking another sip of your drink and avoiding her gaze.

“Uh-huh,” she said, crossing her arms and giving you a knowing look. “Then why are you blushing?”

“I’m not blushing,” you snapped, though the heat creeping up your neck said otherwise.

“Oh my God,” she said, clapping her hands together like a five-year-old who’d just been told Christmas was coming early. “He likes you!”

“Molly, stop,” you hissed, glancing around to make sure no one was eavesdropping.

“I’m just saying,” she teased, her grin widening. “You’re totally his type. Tall, mysterious, and drop-dead gorgeous.”

You groaned, burying your face in your hands. “This is a nightmare.”

“Or,” she said, waggling her eyebrows, “it’s the start of a very interesting chapter.”

You gave her a look that could have melted steel. “If you say one more word, I’m switching to an accountant’s career and burying myself in spreadsheets.”

Molly just laughed, clearly unfazed by your threats. “Relax, Alex. You’re living the dream. Hot guys, glamorous parties, free champagne—what’s not to love?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” you said dryly. “Maybe the part where I’m now apparently the star of my very own romantic comedy.”

She smirked, stealing a sip of your sparkling water. “Better get used to it, mystery girl. Something tells me James isn’t going away anytime soon.”

You sighed, already dreading the next time you’d run into him—and the inevitable teasing you’d have to endure from Molly afterward.


Chapter 10

“You want me to do what?” you ask, your voice cracking slightly as you stare at Molly and the agency rep, Victor, who looks like he moonlights as a vampire—or maybe a Bond villain. His too-perfectly tailored suit, unnervingly smooth face, and smile that somehow manages to be both charming and predatory aren’t exactly filling you with confidence.

Victor leans forward, steepling his fingers like he’s about to explain his evil plan to take over the world. “We’re simply suggesting a few minor adjustments,” he says, his tone smooth enough to butter toast. “Think of it as refining the canvas to perfect the art.”

“Minor adjustments?” you repeat, glancing at Molly, who’s practically vibrating in her seat like she’s just guzzled an entire pot of coffee. “Victor just said the words pelvic restructuring. That doesn’t sound minor. That sounds like something you need a team of archaeologists for.”

Molly waves a hand dismissively, grinning like this is the best idea anyone’s ever had. “Oh, come on! It’s not like they’re asking you to donate a kidney. This is all cosmetic. Plus, you’ve already come so far. You’re, like, 85% there!”

“85%?” you say, raising an eyebrow. “What happened to just modeling one dress for some photos? Now, apparently, I’m auditioning for a full-time position as Barbie.”

Victor chuckles, the sound so oily you half-expect it to leave a stain on the furniture. “You’ve been a true asset to Molly’s collection. The feedback has been overwhelmingly positive. But if you want to truly stand out among the elite, these enhancements are necessary. Trust me, darling, this is how stars are born.”

You stare at him, trying to process the absurdity of the situation. “Stars? I’m just a guy who accidentally ended up in a dress because my girlfriend can’t say no to her boss.”

Molly gasps, smacking your arm lightly. “First of all, I did not force you to wear that dress. You volunteered.”

“Volunteered?” you say, narrowing your eyes at her. “You told me it was either wear that dress or help your dad move his antique piano down three flights of stairs. Pretty sure that’s called coercion.”

Molly waves you off, ignoring the accusation entirely. “Well, whatever. The point is, you’re amazing at this, and you know it.” She turns to Victor, gesturing dramatically toward you like she’s presenting a prize on a game show. “Look at him! He’s practically glowing!”

Victor nods, his gaze sweeping over you with the precision of a jeweler inspecting a diamond. “She’s right. You have an... undeniable presence. But if you want to be a true icon, we need to make a few strategic enhancements. It’s all about elevating you to the next level.”

“Elevating me to the next level?” you repeat. “Victor, I work in finance. The only thing I’ve ever elevated is my credit score.”

Molly grabs your arm, her eyes sparkling with that dangerous mix of excitement and determination that always spells trouble for you. “Babe, listen. I know this sounds like a lot, but think of what this could mean for both of us. My designs are getting noticed because of you. And—bonus!—you might actually enjoy this. Think of it as... an adventure!”

You give her a flat look. “An adventure? Molly, I’m not Indiana Jones. I’m a guy who gets nervous filling out medical forms. The last time I went to the dentist, I fainted when they showed me the needle. And now you want me to sign up for surgery? Plural?”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” she says, rolling her eyes. “It’s not like it’s open-heart surgery.”

Victor clears his throat, his tone soothing but condescending enough to make your teeth itch. “We’ll handle everything for you—top surgeons, private recovery suites, the works. You’ll be pampered like royalty. And the results will be... transformative.”

“Transformative,” you mutter, rubbing your temples. “Great. That’s exactly what I need. To be transformed into someone who doesn’t have to sit through meetings like this.”

Victor either doesn’t hear you or chooses to ignore the sarcasm. “You’re already a diamond in the rough,” he says, his smile as sharp as his cheekbones. “We’re just polishing you until you shine.”

“I’m not a diamond,” you say flatly. “I’m a guy who accidentally ended up in the fashion world because my girlfriend had a wardrobe malfunction.”

Molly gasps again, smacking your arm harder this time. “It was not a malfunction! It was a creative pivot!”

“Whatever you want to call it,” you say, gesturing vaguely at Victor, “it wasn’t supposed to lead to this.”

Molly squeezes your hand, her expression softening just enough to make you feel guilty. “Look, I know this is a lot to take in. But, babe, we’re so close. You’re already turning heads. Imagine what we could accomplish if you just... went for it.”

You glance at her—her hopeful smile, her boundless enthusiasm—and feel that familiar sense of doom settling in. You know you’re going to say yes. You always do.

“Fine,” you mutter, throwing up your hands. “But if this ends with me on a reality TV show called Extreme Makeover: Boyfriend Edition, I’m blaming you.”

Molly squeals, throwing her arms around you. “You’re the best!”

Victor claps his hands together, looking like a man who’s just closed a very lucrative deal. “You won’t regret this,” he says smoothly.

“Oh, I’m already regretting it,” you reply, shooting him a glare.

As Molly drags you out of the meeting, already rambling about schedules and consultations, you can’t help but wonder how exactly you ended up here. One minute, you were just a guy helping his girlfriend out with a photoshoot. Now, you were apparently a “diamond in the rough” about to be “transformed.”

Whatever this adventure was, you had a sinking feeling it was going to involve a lot more needles than you were comfortable with.

The days leading up to the surgeries are like a bizarre fever dream—a mix of countdown-to-doom energy and appointments that feel more like prep for an alien autopsy. Victor, ever the professional—or maybe just a bit of a sadist—insists on walking you through every excruciating detail of what they’re going to do to your body. Molly, meanwhile, tries to keep the mood light, though her overly cheerful demeanor only makes you more suspicious.

“So,” Victor begins during one of the consultations, his tone as smooth as his perfectly tailored suit, “we’ll start with the breast implants. Nothing too extravagant, of course—tasteful, but noticeable.”

“Noticeable?” you repeat, staring at the slideshow of “before and after” photos he’s so proudly displayed on his tablet. “I don’t want to look like I’m smuggling basketballs.”

Victor’s smile tightens, his patience clearly stretched but holding firm. “Don’t worry. We aim for elegance, not excess. Think... a refined enhancement.”

“Uh-huh,” you mutter under your breath. “Refined. Like the difference between a luxury sedan and a monster truck.”

Molly elbows you gently, her grin wide and unrelenting. “Come on, it’s not that scary. I mean, look at these results!” She points to a photo of a woman who looks like she moonlights as a goddess. “You’ll look amazing!”

“I’ll look like I’ve been assembled from spare parts,” you grumble.

Victor clears his throat, clearly unwilling to let your sarcasm derail his presentation. He swipes to the next slide with a flourish. “Next, we’ll move on to the waist-shaping procedure. This involves some rib contouring to create a more defined hourglass figure.”

You blink at him, processing the words. “Rib contouring,” you repeat flatly. “That sounds like something they do to turkeys before Thanksgiving.”

“It’s not nearly as dramatic as you’re imagining,” Victor assures you, his voice as soothing as a late-night infomercial. “It’s a very precise procedure.”

“Oh, precise,” you say with a nod. “Sure. Because nothing says ‘precision’ like tweaking ribs.”

“It’s not as invasive as you think!” Molly chimes in, ever the optimist. “They’re not, like, removing ribs or anything. Just... adjusting them. You know, tweaking.”

“Right. Tweaking,” you say, giving her a deadpan look. “That makes it sound so much better. Can we call it rib feng shui while we’re at it?”

Victor doesn’t so much as blink at your sarcasm. He swipes to the next slide. “After that, we’ll address the shoulders and collarbones. Narrowing the shoulders and shortening the collarbones will help create a more delicate frame.”

“Delicate frame,” you echo, slumping in your chair. “Perfect. Can I get a matching glass display case? I’m going to end up looking like one of those porcelain dolls that old ladies collect and display in creepy cabinets.”

Molly, clearly suppressing a laugh, pats your arm. “You’ll be fine. You’re being dramatic.”

“I’m literally not,” you shoot back. “They’re sanding, tweaking, and shortening me like I’m a piece of furniture at a DIY workshop.”

“And finally,” Victor says, pressing on as if you haven’t interrupted him at least five times, “we’ll move on to pelvic restructuring. This will involve widening the hips slightly to enhance the overall proportions and create a more balanced silhouette.”

You stare at him, slack-jawed. “You’re literally turning me into a human action figure.”

Victor’s smile sharpens, like he’s finally found a compliment he can work with. “Precisely.”

“Victor,” you say slowly, “that wasn’t a compliment.”

He ignores you, snapping the tablet shut with the air of someone who believes his work here is done. “Trust me, you’ll be thrilled with the results. These adjustments will elevate you to an entirely new level.”

“Sure,” you mutter under your breath. “An entirely new level of discomfort.”

The surgeries themselves are a blur. You remember sterile white rooms, too-bright lights, and the faint sound of machines beeping in the background. At some point, you’re pretty sure you muttered something about regretting all your life choices, but the anesthesia kicked in before you could finish the thought.

The recovery, however, is a whole different beast.

“Why didn’t anyone tell me it would feel like I got hit by a truck?” you groan, lying on the plush recovery bed in the private suite Victor had promised. The bed might as well have been made of clouds, but it doesn’t do much to dull the deep, bone-deep ache radiating through your body. Every inch of you feels like it’s been put through a blender and then reassembled by someone who lost the instruction manual.

“It’s not that bad,” Molly says from her perch at the edge of your bed, her voice far too cheerful for someone who isn’t the one recovering from rib feng shui.

You glare at her, gesturing weakly to the bandages wrapped around your torso. “I look like a mummy. One bad pun away from starring in a horror movie.”

“Well,” she says, handing you a smoothie, “at least you’ll be the hottest mummy in the business! Drink this—it’ll help.”

You take the smoothie with all the enthusiasm of someone accepting a parking ticket. “Please tell me this doesn’t taste like the lawn clippings you kept feeding me during recovery.”

“It’s a protein smoothie,” she says, as if that’s supposed to make you feel better.

You take a sip and immediately grimace. “I stand corrected. It tastes like blended cardboard.”

“Stop complaining,” Molly says with a laugh. “You look amazing already!”

“I look like I’ve been wrapped in duct tape and left out in the sun,” you mutter, sinking back into the pillows. “If this is what amazing feels like, sign me up for mediocre.”

Molly grins, patting your arm. “Oh, stop it. You’re going to look incredible once you’ve healed. Just you wait.”

“Can’t wait,” you deadpan, closing your eyes. “Wake me up when I no longer feel like a science experiment.”

Molly laughs, but the sound fades as you drift off into a painkiller-induced haze, dreaming of a world where ribs don’t get tweaked and smoothies taste like chocolate instead of misery.

Weeks pass, and the bandages come off one by one. The process feels less like recovery and more like unwrapping an overly expensive and slightly terrifying birthday gift. The day finally arrives when the last bandage is removed, and you’re left staring at the mirror, blinking at the stranger looking back at you.

“Wow,” Molly breathes from behind you, her voice soft with awe. “You look... incredible.”

You tilt your head, studying your reflection like it’s an optical illusion. Your shoulders are narrower, giving your frame an elegant, delicate slope that makes even standing still look graceful. Your ribcage, once reliably solid, now feels like it’s been downsized to economy class, leaving you with a waist so tiny you half-expect someone to ask if you’ve been Photoshopped. The wide hips curve out dramatically, making you do a double take every time you glance down. And then there are the implants—subtle yet noticeable, adding that finishing touch to your new figure.

And, of course, there’s the other surprise.

“Seamless,” Victor had said at some point, his tone dripping with pride as if he’d just unveiled a masterpiece at an art gallery. “Completely seamless. No more medication, no more maintenance—it’s all natural now.”

Natural. Sure. Because nothing screams “natural” like a team of surgeons playing Frankenstein with your male anatomy and swapping them out with a fully functioning Female set, making me now apparently fully Female in almost every way.

“I look like a stranger,” you say quietly, your voice barely audible over the pounding in your chest.

Molly steps closer, wrapping her arms around you from behind and resting her chin on your shoulder. Her reflection in the mirror beams at you, and for a moment, her excitement makes the unfamiliarity a little less overwhelming. “You look like the best version of you,” she says warmly. “And you’re going to kill it out there.”

You nod absently, still staring at the mirror. “I just hope I recognize myself in the funeral photos after I inevitably die trying to walk in heels.”

Your first attempt at walking in heels post-surgery is exactly as disastrous as you’d predicted.

“I’m like a baby giraffe,” you complain, wobbling precariously as you clutch the back of a chair for dear life.

“You’re doing great!” Molly says, her voice bright with encouragement. Unfortunately, the way her shoulders shake with suppressed laughter completely undermines her sincerity.

“Great? Molly, I just tripped over air,” you snap, glaring at the offending patch of floor as if it personally betrayed you.

“You’re being dramatic,” she says, biting back a giggle. “You didn’t fall!”

“Yet.”

Molly walks over and places her hands on your shoulders, giving you a comforting squeeze. “Okay, okay. Let’s start small. Just one step at a time. Don’t think about it too much.”

“Don’t think about it too much? I’m walking on stilts, Molly. Thinking is the only thing keeping me upright.”

Still, with her endless coaching—and more than a few breaks to watch YouTube tutorials titled “How to Walk in Heels Without Looking Like a Drunk Flamingo”—you start to adjust. Slowly but surely, your steps become steadier, your balance improves, and the chair you’ve been clinging to for support starts to feel neglected.

By the time Victor schedules your next photoshoot, you’re not just walking—you’re strutting. Okay, maybe not strutting exactly, but you’re moving with enough confidence that Molly doesn’t feel the need to hover behind you like an anxious parent teaching their toddler to ride a bike.

“Natural,” Molly declares after a particularly grueling day of fittings and photos, collapsing onto the couch beside you. “You look so natural.”

You snort, kicking off your heels and groaning as your feet finally taste freedom. “Molly, I’ve had more work done than the Eiffel Tower. The only thing natural about me is my ability to complain.”

She grins, nudging you playfully with her elbow. “Yeah, but you’re my Eiffel Tower.”

You roll your eyes, but a small smile sneaks its way onto your face despite your best efforts.

The agency is thrilled. Victor struts around like a proud parent at a science fair, boasting about your “seamless transformation” to anyone who will listen. Molly’s collection is gaining traction, and the offers for photoshoots and campaigns keep rolling in faster than you can keep up.

Despite your initial reluctance, you can’t deny the results. You’re passing effortlessly—so effortlessly, in fact, that you occasionally have to remind yourself that passing wasn’t even on your to-do list a few months ago. Every glance, every compliment, every approving nod from Victor feels like a bizarre kind of validation, even though you’re still not sure how you feel about the whole ordeal.

One night, after a particularly long day of fittings, rehearsals, and trying not to snap at Victor for calling you “darling” one too many times, you collapse into bed with a groan. Your muscles ache, your feet throb, and you’re pretty sure your ribcage is still mad at you for what you’ve put it through.

Molly crawls into bed beside you, curling up like a cat and resting her head on your chest. “You’re amazing, you know that?” she murmurs, her voice soft and sleepy.

“You mean I’m insane,” you reply, though there’s no real bite in your words.

“Maybe,” she admits, laughing softly. “But you’re my kind of insane.”

For a moment, the two of you lie there in comfortable silence, the weight of the day melting away. And as you drift off, you can’t help but think that, despite all the chaos, maybe—just maybe—this crazy ride isn’t so bad after all.


Chapter 11

You never thought you’d become a regular at salons. In fact, if someone had told you six months ago that you’d be spending your afternoons surrounded by the hum of blow dryers and the unmistakable smell of hairspray, you probably would’ve laughed in their face. Yet here you are, sitting in one of those plush, oversized chairs, your head tilted slightly as Janine, the salon’s resident whirlwind of energy, fusses over your hair like it’s a priceless work of art.

“Looking fab, darling!” chirps Janine as she steps back, studying your hair with the critical eye of a sculptor about to declare their masterpiece finished. “You’re an absolute natural at this.”

You glance at your reflection in the mirror, suppressing the urge to roll your eyes. The stranger looking back at you isn’t entirely unfamiliar anymore, but she still catches you off guard sometimes. Her soft, expertly highlighted curls bounce perfectly around her face, her skin is flawless (thanks mostly to an army of skincare products you can’t pronounce), and her cheekbones? Sharp enough to cut through any lingering self-doubt. You’re sitting taller these days, too, your posture no longer screaming help me, I’m in the wrong room.

“Thanks, Janine,” you say, offering her a small smile. “If I ever land a shampoo commercial, I’ll owe it all to you.”

Janine gasps, clutching her chest like you’ve just promised her a kidney. “Darling, if you land a shampoo commercial, you’d better mention me in your acceptance speech.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” you deadpan. “You’ll get top billing right after Molly.”

Speaking of Molly, she’s perched in the chair next to you, scrolling through her phone and occasionally glancing up to offer her unsolicited commentary. “You’re practically a pro now,” she says with a grin, setting her phone down. “Remember when you couldn’t even walk in heels?”

“Remember when you made me try on heels in the first place?” you shoot back, raising an eyebrow at her.

“That’s called character building,” she says, giving you an exaggerated wink. “You’re welcome.”

You snort, shaking your head. Character building, she calls it. You call it sheer humiliation. You can still remember that first wobbly attempt, clinging to the back of a chair for dear life while Molly cackled like a cartoon villain. But, you have to admit, things have changed. These days, you can strut across a runway in five-inch stilettos without breaking a sweat—or at least without falling flat on your face.

The truth is, you’ve adjusted to the modeling life faster than you expected. Sure, the 5 a.m. call times are brutal, and the endless wardrobe changes make you feel more like a dress-up doll than an actual human being, but there’s something undeniably satisfying about nailing a photoshoot or pulling off a flawless runway walk. Plus, Molly’s career is thriving in ways neither of you ever imagined. Watching her light up with excitement every time a new opportunity comes her way makes all the awkwardness, the long hours, and the occasional existential crisis almost worth it.

Almost.

“Hey, about the shoot tomorrow,” Molly says casually as the two of you leave the salon, her arm looped through yours.

You narrow your eyes, sensing mischief before she even opens her mouth. “What about it?”

“James is going to be there,” she says, her tone so innocent it immediately puts you on high alert.

You groan, rolling your eyes so hard you’re surprised they don’t get stuck. “Why do you sound so excited about that?”

“Oh, no reason,” she says, her voice light and airy. But the mischievous glint in her eyes is unmistakable. “I just think it’s adorable how he keeps finding excuses to talk to you.”

“Adorable?” you repeat, your tone dripping with disbelief. “The guy winked at me during the last shoot, Molly. Winked. Like we were in some kind of cheesy rom-com.”

Molly bursts out laughing, throwing her head back like you’ve just delivered the punchline of the century. “Maybe you are in a rom-com and you just don’t know it yet.”

“Not funny,” you mutter, though the corners of your mouth betray you with a small smile. “And for the record, if this is a rom-com, I’d like to respectfully request a rewrite. Preferably one where James doesn’t act like he’s auditioning for the role of ‘Charming But Annoying Male Lead.’”

Molly grins, clearly enjoying herself far too much. “Oh, come on. Admit it—you’re at least a little flattered.”

“Flattered?” You scoff, shaking your head. “The guy calls me ‘mystery girl’ like it’s supposed to be some kind of compliment. It’s not flattering, it’s... weird.”

“And yet,” Molly says, her grin widening, “you haven’t told him to back off.”

You open your mouth to argue, then close it again. She’s got you there. Not that you’d ever admit it out loud.

“Whatever,” you mumble, waving her off. “Can we focus on the actual shoot instead of my alleged rom-com subplot?”

Molly smirks but doesn’t push it any further—at least for now. As the two of you walk down the street, arm in arm, you can’t help but shake your head. Adorable, she called it. Sure. Because nothing says adorable like a grown man winking at you like he’s trying to sell you life insurance.

Still, as much as you hate to admit it, there’s a tiny part of you that doesn’t entirely mind James’ attention. Not that you’d ever tell Molly, of course. She’d never let you hear the end of it.

The next day’s shoot is at a sprawling mansion in the hills. It’s the kind of place that screams old money—marble staircases that look like they’ve never been stepped on, a shimmering infinity pool that might as well have its own Instagram account, and chandeliers in every room, because apparently, the sun isn’t enough light for these people.

You barely have time to take it all in before you’re whisked off to hair and makeup. The team works their magic with the kind of precision that makes you wonder if they’re secretly training for a surgical residency. By the time they’re done, you’re draped in one of Molly’s latest creations—a sleek, emerald-green gown that clings to your body like it was poured on. It’s stunning, sure, but it hugs your figure in ways you’re still not entirely used to. Every time you catch a glimpse of yourself in the mirror, you have to do a double take.

“Beautiful!” the photographer calls out as you step onto the set. His camera clicks away, capturing every angle. “Give me more! Yes, just like that! Perfect!”

You shift slightly, tilting your head the way Molly taught you. The fabric shimmers under the lights, and out of the corner of your eye, you spot Molly practically bouncing with excitement. She looks like a proud parent at a school play, and you can’t help but smile a little.

“Perfect!” the photographer exclaims again. “Now, let’s bring in James for the next set.”

Your stomach does a little flip at the mention of his name, but you force yourself to stay cool. You’ve been bracing for this moment since Molly casually dropped the James bomb yesterday.

Sure enough, he strolls onto the set a moment later, looking like he just stepped out of a cologne ad. He’s wearing a tailored suit that fits him so perfectly it might as well be a second skin, and his disarming smile is already locked and loaded.

“Hey,” he says, his voice warm and teasing as he approaches. “Looking stunning as always.”

“Thanks,” you reply, keeping your tone neutral, though you can feel your face heating up. “You’re not looking too bad yourself.”

The photographer doesn’t waste any time, clapping his hands and motioning for James to join you. “All right, James, stand behind her. Hand on her waist. Let’s create some chemistry, people!”

Chemistry. Great. Just what you needed.

James steps into position, his hand settling lightly on your waist. The fabric of the dress is so thin you can feel the warmth of his palm, and you have to resist the urge to flinch.

“Relax,” James murmurs, his voice low and way too smooth. “You’re doing great.”

“Thanks,” you mutter, keeping your gaze fixed on the camera. “I’ll be sure to add that to my resume: ‘Excellent at pretending to be comfortable while being manhandled by a male model.’”

James chuckles softly, his breath brushing against your ear. “You’re funny. I like that.”

You roll your eyes, though you can feel the corners of your mouth twitching into a reluctant smile. “Don’t get any ideas.”

The photographer snaps away, shouting encouragement and instructions as the shoot continues. James, of course, takes every opportunity to turn up the charm.

“Your profile is perfect,” he says at one point, his voice dripping with admiration. “Like, stop traffic perfect.”

“Thanks,” you reply dryly, not even glancing at him. “I’ll be sure to use that as my new tagline.”

Then there’s the hair touch. Oh, the hair touch. You’re mid-pose, trying to channel whatever glamorous energy the photographer keeps yelling about, when James reaches out and brushes a stray strand of hair off your face. The gesture is so casual, so smooth, it takes you a second to process what just happened.

“Sorry,” he says, his voice low and amused. “It was distracting. Couldn’t have anything taking away from your perfection, now, could we?”

You shoot him a look that’s equal parts exasperated and flustered. “You know, you could just use words like a normal person.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” he replies, his grin practically blinding.

By the time the photographer finally calls it a wrap, you’re equal parts amused and exasperated. James has been in full charm-offensive mode all day, and while you hate to admit it, he’s annoyingly good at it.

You step off the set, eager for a moment of peace, only to find Molly waiting for you with a smirk that could rival the Cheshire Cat.

“Soooo,” she says, drawing out the word in that infuriatingly knowing way of hers. “How’s your boyfriend?”

“Not funny,” you reply, grabbing a bottle of water from the nearby table and chugging half of it in one go.

“Oh, come on,” she says, nudging you playfully. “He’s totally into you.”

You glare at her. “He’s not into me. He’s just... like that. Flirty. With everyone.”

Molly raises an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced. “Uh-huh. Sure. And I suppose he brushes everyone’s hair out of their face during shoots?”

You groan, pressing the cold water bottle to your forehead. “Do you want me to have a nervous breakdown? Because this is how you cause a nervous breakdown.”

Molly laughs, looping her arm through yours as the two of you head back toward the dressing area. “Relax. You’ve got this. Besides, if you did have a nervous breakdown, I’m sure James would be more than happy to help you through it.”

You stop walking and fix her with a glare so sharp it could cut through steel. “Molly,” you say slowly, “if you don’t stop right now, I’m going to throw this water bottle at you.”

She just grins, completely unfazed. “You wouldn’t dare. You’d ruin your makeup.”

You groan again, but this time, there’s a faint smile tugging at your lips. As much as Molly drives you crazy, you can’t help but love her relentless enthusiasm. Still, you make a mental note to keep your distance from James at the next shoot. One more hair-touch moment, and you might actually lose it.

Later that evening, after the shoot wraps up, the crew and models gather by the pool for what Victor dramatically referred to as “a casual soirée”—though, judging by the gourmet appetizers, string lights artfully draped over every available surface, and a bartender shaking up drinks that look like they belong on a magazine cover, “casual” is clearly subjective.

You’re sitting on one of the lounge chairs, nursing a drink that’s probably more garnish than liquid, and doing your best to blend into the background. It’s harder than you’d like, considering Molly’s emerald gown still clings to you like a second skin, and you’re fairly certain half the people here already have you marked as “the girl in the dress.”

You spot James across the pool, chatting with a group of people who are laughing at something he said. Of course they are. He’s got that effortless charisma that seems to make everyone—models, crew, probably even the bartender—hang on his every word. You take another sip of your drink and silently pray he doesn’t notice you.

Naturally, he notices you.

“Mind if I join you?” he asks, suddenly appearing in your peripheral vision like a charmingly persistent ghost. He’s holding a drink of his own, and, of course, he’s smiling. That damn smile.

“Do I have a choice?” you reply dryly, though you scoot over on the lounge chair to make room.

James chuckles, taking the seat beside you. “Not really. But I appreciate the illusion of free will.”

You glance at him, trying to ignore how effortlessly he seems to fit into this whole scene. Even in a relaxed setting, he looks like he just stepped out of a photoshoot—perfectly tailored slacks, the top button of his shirt undone just enough to be maddeningly attractive, and that easy confidence that makes you wonder if he’s ever been awkward a day in his life.

“You know,” he says, leaning back and taking a sip of his drink, “you’re not like most of the models I’ve worked with.”

“Gee, thanks,” you reply, raising an eyebrow. “Is that supposed to be a compliment, or are you just bad at small talk?”

“It’s a compliment,” he says earnestly, his eyes meeting yours. “You’re... different. In a good way.”

You shift uncomfortably, your fingers toying with the rim of your glass. On one hand, it’s hard not to feel a little flattered—James is, after all, practically a walking Greek statue. On the other hand, the whole situation feels absurd. Flirting with James is like stepping into a rom-com you didn’t audition for, and you’re acutely aware of how complicated this could get.

“Well,” you say lightly, trying to steer the conversation into safer waters, “I’m glad I could keep things interesting for you.”

James studies you for a moment, his expression thoughtful in a way that’s both disarming and slightly unnerving. “You know,” he says, tilting his head, “I feel like there’s more to you than meets the eye.”

You laugh nervously, waving a hand. “What, like I’m some kind of secret spy or something?”

“Maybe,” he says, his grin widening. “Or maybe you’re just full of surprises.”

“Yeah, well, if I am, don’t get your hopes up. Most of my surprises involve tripping over things or saying the wrong thing at the worst possible moment.”

“Somehow, I don’t believe that,” he replies, his tone teasing but with just enough sincerity to make you feel slightly off-balance.

Before you can come up with a response, Molly materializes out of nowhere, plopping down on the other side of you like she’s been waiting for her cue.

“Hey, James!” she says brightly, her eyes practically sparkling with mischief. “Enjoying the party?”

“Definitely,” James says, though his gaze is still very much on you.

Molly glances between the two of you, and you can practically see the gears turning in her head. Alarm bells start ringing in your brain, but it’s already too late.

“You know,” Molly says casually, her tone laced with just enough innocence to be suspicious, “I think you two should totally do a couple’s shoot sometime. The chemistry is off the charts.”

You groan, pinching the bridge of your nose. “Molly, stop.”

“What?” she says, all wide-eyed innocence. “I’m just saying. It’d be great for the brand. People love a good ‘will-they-won’t-they’ vibe.”

James chuckles, clearly amused. “I’d be up for it.”

You turn to him, narrowing your eyes. “Don’t encourage her.”

“What? She’s got a point,” James says with a shrug, that damn smile making yet another appearance.

Molly grins like she’s just won a game you didn’t know you were playing. “See? It’s settled. I’ll talk to Victor about it tomorrow.”

“Molly,” you warn, your tone low and threatening.

“Relax,” she says, patting your arm. “I’m just kidding. Mostly.”

The conversation eventually shifts to safer topics, and as the night goes on, you find yourself relaxing—just a little. James, for all his relentless charm, has a way of making you laugh in spite of yourself, and you hate how easy it is to fall into the rhythm of his jokes and teasing.

By the time the party starts winding down, you’re almost enjoying yourself, even if part of you still feels like you’re walking a tightrope blindfolded.

Later, as you collapse into bed, your mind is a chaotic swirl of thoughts. James’s attention is flattering, sure, but it’s also confusing. And complicated. And dangerous. The last thing you need right now is complications, especially not in the form of a male model with a smile that could probably start wars.

“Why can’t anything in my life be simple?” you mutter to yourself, staring at the ceiling.

But as much as you try to push the thought away, you can’t quite shake the memory of James’s grin—or the way he said you were full of surprises.


Chapter 12

You’re half-asleep on the couch, absently watching a rerun of some home renovation show where the hosts are debating whether to knock down a wall or just paint over its questionable wallpaper. You’ve already guessed they’ll knock it down—because they always do—and you’re about two minutes away from dozing off when the front door bursts open with enough force to make you wonder if it’s been kicked in by a SWAT team.

Molly barrels through like a caffeinated firework, clutching her phone in one hand and a crumpled piece of paper in the other. Her face is lit up with so much excitement that you briefly consider whether she’s won the lottery or maybe discovered a new planet.

“They picked us!” she screams, practically launching herself onto the couch beside you with the grace of an overexcited golden retriever.

“Picked us for what?” you ask, already bracing yourself. Molly’s excitement usually comes with strings attached—strings that somehow always end up tied around you.

“For the event!” she exclaims, as if this clears everything up. When you just stare at her, blinking slowly like she’s speaking another language, she huffs dramatically and waves the crumpled paper in front of your face. “The Cervantes Gala! The biggest fashion event of the year! Top designers, A-list celebrities, magazine editors—literally everyone who’s anyone will be there.”

“Okay,” you say slowly, still unsure why she’s acting like she’s just been handed the keys to the kingdom. “And what does that have to do with me?”

Molly’s eyes widen like you’ve just asked her why the sky is blue. She grabs your shoulders and shakes you with the kind of force that makes your head bob around like a bobblehead doll. “You’re my model! They want you! Well, technically, they want my collection, but you’re part of the package! This is huge! If this goes well, we could both be set for life.”

You blink at her, letting the weight of her words sink in. “Wait… are you saying I have to be in the show?”

“Not just in the show,” she says, grinning like she’s just been handed a crown and scepter. “You’re the star of the show. My collection is headlining one of the segments, and you’ll be front and center.”

Your stomach flips. You’ve done photoshoots, local runway events, and even a few painfully awkward promotional appearances where you smiled so much your cheeks hurt, but this? This is on an entirely different level. The Cervantes Gala is the kind of event that gets dissected by fashion blogs, tabloids, and self-proclaimed experts on Twitter for weeks afterward.

“Molly, I don’t know…” you say, your voice trailing off as the enormity of it hits you. “This sounds… big.”

“It is big,” she says, her tone softening as she senses your hesitation. “But you can do this. You’ve been killing it lately, and this is our chance to show the world what we can do.”

You’re about to respond when a sly grin spreads across her face, and you instantly know she’s about to say something ridiculous.

“Plus,” she adds, dragging out the word like it’s a juicy secret, “James will be there.”

You groan, throwing your head back against the couch like the ceiling might somehow save you. “Of course he will.”

“Oh, come on,” Molly teases, her grin widening. “You know you secretly like it when he flirts with you.”

“I do not,” you say quickly, though the heat creeping up your neck tells a very different story.

“Uh-huh,” she says, clearly enjoying herself far too much. “You’re blushing.”

“I am not,” you shoot back, glaring at her.

She just laughs, leaning back on the couch and crossing her arms like she’s already won this argument. “You two would be so cute together. Like a power couple. Beyoncé and Jay-Z, but make it fashion.”

“Stop,” you say, narrowing your eyes at her. “This is already stressful enough without you playing matchmaker.”

Molly waves a dismissive hand. “Fine, fine. I’ll stop. For now.” But the mischievous glint in her eye tells you that she’s not done stirring this particular pot.

You sigh, leaning forward and resting your elbows on your knees. The thought of walking in front of all those people, wearing clothes that will undoubtedly be scrutinized down to the last stitch, is enough to make your stomach churn. But then you glance over at Molly, who’s practically vibrating with excitement, and you can’t help but feel a pang of guilt. This isn’t just about you—it’s about her dream, too.

“You’re sure I won’t trip and embarrass us both in front of the entire fashion world?” you ask, half-joking but also kind of serious.

Molly beams at you, throwing her arms around your shoulders in a sudden, bone-crushing hug. “You’re going to be amazing. I just know it.”

“Yeah, well,” you mutter, patting her arm awkwardly, “if I fall flat on my face, I’m blaming you.”

“Deal,” she says, pulling back with a grin. “But you won’t. You’ve got this.”

You’re not entirely convinced, but as Molly starts rambling about fittings, schedules, and the specific shade of lipstick you’ll be wearing, you can’t help but smile a little. Sure, the thought of headlining the Cervantes Gala is terrifying, but if anyone can get you through it, it’s Molly.

And, okay, maybe a little part of you is curious to see how this will all play out. Just a little.

The next week is a whirlwind of chaos. Fittings, rehearsals, endless meetings with the event organizers—it’s like being trapped in a never-ending montage, except instead of upbeat music playing in the background, it’s the sound of people screaming about fabric swatches and lighting cues. You barely have time to eat, let alone dwell on the fact that in a few short days, you’ll be walking in front of hundreds of people who will be scrutinizing your every move.

By the second day of rehearsals, exhaustion has set in. Your feet ache, your patience is running thin, and you’re this close to asking someone if it’s possible to surgically remove the heels from your shoes and replace them with something sensible, like sneakers.

And then, of course, James shows up. Because of course he does.

You’re standing on the runway, trying to match the rhythm of the music while also not thinking too hard about how to put one foot in front of the other, when you hear his unmistakable voice from behind you.

“Looking good, superstar.”

You pause mid-step and turn, already bracing yourself. Sure enough, there he is, leaning against a nearby pillar like he’s posing for the cover of Casual Yet Annoyingly Handsome Quarterly. He’s dressed down—for him, anyway—in a fitted black sweater that emphasizes his annoyingly broad shoulders and a pair of jeans that probably have a designer label stitched somewhere discreetly inside.

“What are you doing here?” you ask, trying to keep your tone neutral as you fold your arms.

“Same as you,” he says, pushing off the pillar and sauntering toward you with that easy confidence that somehow manages to be charming and infuriating at the same time. “Rehearsing. I’m walking in the men’s segment right after yours.”

“Great,” you mutter, turning back to the runway. “Just what I needed.”

James chuckles, clearly not deterred by your lack of enthusiasm. He falls into step beside you as you resume your walk, his hands casually tucked into his pockets.

“Why do I get the feeling you’re not thrilled to see me?” he asks, his tone light and teasing.

“Because I’m not,” you reply without missing a beat, though your voice lacks any real venom.

“Aw, don’t be like that,” he says, nudging your shoulder lightly. “I thought we had fun last time.”

“Fun,” you repeat, raising an eyebrow as you glance sideways at him. “Is that what you call winking at me in the middle of a photoshoot?”

“Hey, you smiled,” he points out, his grin widening. “So I must’ve done something right.”

You roll your eyes, trying to suppress the small laugh bubbling up in your throat. “You’re impossible.”

“And yet, here we are,” he says, flashing you one of those devastating smiles that probably works on everyone else.

You’re about to retort when the choreographer claps her hands sharply from the other end of the runway, her voice cutting through the hum of background noise. “Positions! Let’s run it again from the top!”

James gives you a mock salute before peeling off to join the other male models at their starting point. You shake your head and refocus on your own spot, silently promising yourself that you won’t let him distract you again.

Later, during a much-needed break, you find a quiet corner of the venue and collapse onto a chair, sipping from a bottle of water like it’s the only thing keeping you alive. Your feet are screaming, and you’re seriously considering texting Molly to demand an explanation for why heels are still a thing in the year 20-whatever.

Naturally, Molly finds you before you can recover. She plops down in the chair next to you, her expression somewhere between smug and giddy. That’s never a good sign.

“So,” she says, drawing out the word like she’s savoring it, “how’s your boyfriend?”

You groan, tilting your head back to stare at the ceiling. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

“Sure he’s not,” she says, wiggling her eyebrows like a cartoon villain. “But he’s definitely into you. Did you see the way he was looking at you during rehearsal? Like he wanted to eat you alive.”

“Molly!” you hiss, sitting up and glancing around to make sure no one heard her. “Can you not?”

“What?” she says, all wide-eyed innocence. “I’m just making an observation. And honestly? You could do worse.”

You glare at her, but she just grins, completely unfazed. “James is... James,” you say finally, taking another sip of water. “He flirts with everyone. It’s probably in his contract.”

“Oh, sure,” Molly says, nodding sagely. “Because he definitely looks at everyone else the way he looks at you.”

You narrow your eyes at her. “You’re ridiculous.”

“And you love me for it,” she says, blowing you a kiss.

You shake your head, but you can’t help the grin tugging at the corners of your mouth. Molly has always had a talent for getting under your skin and making you laugh at the same time, and you wouldn’t trade her for anything.

“Seriously, though,” she says, leaning in conspiratorially. “You should give him a chance. He’s hot, he’s funny, and he’s clearly into you. What’s the worst that could happen?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” you say, leaning back in your chair. “Maybe I trip on the runway, fall into him, and take us both out in front of a live audience?”

Molly laughs, slapping your arm. “You’re such a drama queen.”

“Says the woman who almost cried when they ran out of oat milk at the coffee shop last week.”

“That was a crisis,” Molly says, feigning outrage. “This is different.”

You both dissolve into laughter, and for a moment, the stress of the week fades away. Sure, James is persistent, and Molly’s matchmaking tendencies are borderline insufferable, but at least you’re not in this circus alone.

The night of the gala arrives faster than you’d hoped, sneaking up on you like a deadline you swore you had more time to prepare for. Before you know it, you’re backstage, smack in the middle of what can only be described as fashion warfare. Models are darting around like gazelles, stylists are barking orders, and someone in the corner is frantically waving a pair of stilettos in the air while yelling, “WHOSE SHOES ARE THESE?”

You’re standing in front of a mirror, a stylist fussing with the hem of your dress while another pins your hair into place, and it’s all you can do not to hyperventilate. The emerald gown you’re wearing is stunning, sure—Molly really outdid herself—but it feels heavier now, like the weight of the entire evening is sewn into the fabric.

Molly suddenly appears at your side, looking effortlessly glamorous in a sleek black cocktail dress that probably cost more than your first car. She’s holding a clipboard in one hand and a glass of champagne in the other, somehow managing to look calm in the middle of the chaos.

“How are you feeling?” she asks, leaning in so you can hear her over the noise.

“Like I’m going to throw up,” you admit, clutching the back of a chair for support.

Molly grins, clearly unfazed. “That’s normal. Just means you’re alive. And if you do throw up, aim for the corner. Preferably away from the gowns.”

“Very reassuring,” you say dryly, though you can’t help but smirk.

She squeezes your hand, her expression softening. “You’re going to be amazing. Just breathe, okay? And remember, if you fall, make it look intentional.”

“Oh, sure,” you reply, rolling your eyes. “I’ll just throw in a somersault for good measure.”

Molly laughs, giving you one last reassuring pat on the arm before she’s swept away by an assistant who looks like they’re on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

When it’s finally your turn to walk, you’re ushered into position at the edge of the runway. Your heart feels like it’s trying to escape through your ribcage, and your palms are so sweaty you’re tempted to wipe them on the gown—but you don’t. Instead, you force yourself to take a deep breath and focus.

The music changes, a pulsing beat that vibrates through the floor, and you hear the announcer’s voice echoing through the venue: “Presenting the latest collection by Molly Sinclair.”

That’s your cue.

You step onto the runway, and for a brief, horrifying moment, it feels like the world tilts sideways. The lights are blinding, the music is loud, and the audience is this massive, faceless blur. But then you remember Molly’s voice in your head: One step at a time. Chin up. Shoulders back. You’ve got this.

So, you walk.

The gown flows behind you like liquid emerald, catching the light with every step. You can’t see individual faces in the crowd, which is probably for the best, but you can feel the energy in the room shift. There’s a hush, a ripple of awe, and it gives you just enough confidence to keep moving.

When you reach the end of the runway, you pause, striking the pose Molly drilled into you a hundred times during rehearsals. And that’s when you see him—James, standing in the wings, watching you.

He’s leaning casually against a pillar, dressed in a perfectly tailored tuxedo that makes him look like he just stepped out of a James Bond movie. But it’s not the tuxedo that catches your attention—it’s the look on his face. He’s smiling, but not in his usual cocky, I-know-I’m-charming way. It’s softer, almost... proud.

You feel a strange, unexpected surge of confidence. Straightening your spine, you turn and walk back down the runway, your head held high.

When the show finally ends, the applause is deafening. You step backstage, and before you can catch your breath, Molly is there, her eyes glistening with happy tears.

“You did it!” she cries, pulling you into a hug so tight you’re surprised your ribs don’t crack. “You were perfect! They loved it—I knew they would!”

Victor, the ever-dramatic artistic director, swoops in next, clapping his hands like a proud stage mom. “Darling, you were divine! The camera loved you! The audience loved you! I loved you!”

You mumble a thank-you, still dazed and trying to process the fact that you didn’t trip, fall, or accidentally set anything on fire.

And then, as if on cue, James appears.

“You killed it,” he says, his grin wider than ever as he strides over and pulls you into a hug before you can protest.

For a moment, you’re too stunned to react. His arms are warm, his cologne is annoyingly intoxicating, and you’re pretty sure half the crew is watching. You awkwardly pat his shoulder, muttering, “Thanks,” as your face turns approximately the color of a ripe tomato.

When he finally lets go, Molly is standing there, looking like she’s just stumbled onto the greatest plot twist of all time.

“Did I call it or what?” she says, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “You two are so cute.”

“Molly,” you groan, pinching the bridge of your nose. “Not now.”

“What?” she says, feigning innocence. “I’m just saying, if this were a movie, this would be the part where you two kiss.”

“MOLLY.”

James chuckles, clearly enjoying the back-and-forth. “For the record,” he says, leaning a little closer, “I wouldn’t mind.”

You glare at him, but the heat in your cheeks gives you away. “You’re impossible.”

“And yet, here I am,” he says with a wink.

As the night winds down, you find yourself swept up in the post-show buzz. Molly is practically floating, already talking about future opportunities, and Victor is busy schmoozing with a group of journalists.

Despite the chaos, the nerves, and James’s relentless flirting, you can’t help but feel a strange sense of accomplishment. You survived. No, scratch that—you nailed it.

“Come on,” Molly says, grabbing your hand and dragging you toward the exit. “We’re celebrating. Drinks are on me!”

You laugh, letting her pull you along. Maybe, just maybe, this whole modeling thing wasn’t such a terrible idea after all.


Chapter 13

The Cervantes Gala has come and gone, but the buzz refuses to die down. It’s everywhere—fashion blogs, magazines, social media. Molly’s collection is being hailed as the next big thing, and, to your simultaneous pride and mild horror, your face seems to have become the unofficial mascot of her success. Articles with headlines like “The New Muse of Modern Fashion” and “Who Is the Mystery Model Turning Heads?” keep popping up in your feed.

It’s surreal. Scratch that—it’s absurd. You’re not even sure when you became “mysterious.” You feel distinctly un-mysterious sitting on the couch in your sweatpants, scrolling through a blog post that’s using phrases like “enigmatic elegance” to describe you.

“Enigmatic elegance?” you mutter under your breath, frowning at the screen. “Pretty sure they mean ‘confused woman trying not to trip in heels.’”

Before you can spiral too far into imposter syndrome, Molly bursts into the room like a human confetti cannon, holding two glasses of wine and grinning like someone just handed her a life-sized gold trophy. She flops down onto the couch beside you, sending your phone tumbling onto the cushion.

“Look at you, Miss Thing,” she teases, craning her neck to catch a glimpse of your screen. “The internet loves you! You’re like the Beyoncé of accidental models.”

You give her a flat look, though you can’t suppress a small smile. “Please don’t ever say that again. And Beyoncé is probably filing a restraining order just for you thinking that.”

Molly giggles, handing you one of the glasses. “Seriously, though. You’re everywhere. Do you have any idea how rare this is? You’re not just a model anymore—you’re a moment.”

“A moment,” you repeat, sipping your wine. “I don’t even know what that means.”

“It means people are obsessed with you!” Molly says, her grin widening. “They’re calling you ‘the face to watch.’ You’re trending, for crying out loud. Trending!”

You groan, sinking deeper into the couch. “Great. Now I can’t even eat chips in peace without worrying someone’s going to snap a candid of me looking like a trash goblin.”

“Relax,” Molly says, waving a hand. “You’re too glamorous to look like a trash goblin. Even your sweatpants look expensive.”

“They’re from a discount bin,” you reply, deadpan.

“Doesn’t matter,” she says breezily. “You’ve got it. The world has decided you’re fabulous, and who are we to argue?”

You roll your eyes, though her excitement is infectious. Molly’s been riding the high of the gala ever since it ended, and honestly, she deserves it. Her collection is stunning, and watching her finally get the recognition she’s worked so hard for has been one of the few highlights of this whole whirlwind.

You’re about to tell her as much when her tone shifts, taking on that all-too-familiar mischievous lilt that immediately puts you on edge.

“Speaking of people who love you,” she says, drawing out the words like she’s savoring them, “James texted me.”

Your thumb freezes mid-scroll. “Why is James texting you?”

“Oh, you know, the usual,” she says, waving her hand dramatically like she’s a socialite recounting gossip. “He asked if you were free for dinner tonight.”

You groan, slumping so far into the couch you might as well become part of it. “Why is he so persistent? Does he not understand the whole ‘not interested’ vibe I’ve been putting out?”

Molly snorts so hard she almost spills her wine. “Babe, your ‘not interested’ vibes are about as subtle as a neon sign flashing ‘flirt with me more.’”

“That’s not true!” you protest, sitting up straighter.

“Oh, really?” Molly arches an eyebrow, looking far too pleased with herself.

“Okay, maybe I laughed at a few of his jokes,” you admit reluctantly. “And maybe I didn’t shove him into a bush when he winked at me. But that doesn’t mean I’m encouraging him!”

Molly takes a long sip of her wine, her expression pure amusement. “Sure. Because nothing says ‘stay away’ like laughing at his jokes and blushing every time he so much as looks at you.”

“I do not blush,” you say, pointing an accusatory finger at her.

“Sweetheart, you turn so red I’m surprised he doesn’t carry around a fire extinguisher,” she replies, smirking.

You glare at her, but the heat creeping up your neck betrays you. “You’re impossible.”

“And yet, here I am,” she says, raising her glass in a mock toast.

You groan again, burying your face in your hands. “Why can’t he just take the hint? I’m not interested! I don’t have time for his... his charm offensive or whatever game he’s playing.”

Molly leans in, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “He said he wants to talk to you about something important. He sounded... serious.”

“Serious?” you echo, alarm bells immediately going off in your head. “What does that mean? Did he say what it was about?”

“Nope,” she says, popping the ‘p’ with a grin. “But he was very insistent. Said he’d explain everything over dinner.”

You narrow your eyes at her. “And you didn’t think to tell him I was busy?”

“Busy with what?” she asks, gesturing around the room. “Scrolling through articles about yourself? Very compelling excuse.”

“I could’ve been doing anything,” you mutter, sinking back into the couch. “Laundry. Taxes. Literally staring at a wall.”

Molly just grins, clearly enjoying herself far too much. “Look, you’re going. End of discussion. Who knows? Maybe he’s going to confess his undying love for you.”

“Or ask me to invest in some pyramid scheme,” you deadpan.

“Oh, please,” Molly says, waving you off. “He’s too pretty for pyramid schemes.”

You can’t help but laugh at that, though you quickly cover it with a groan. “Fine. I’ll go. But if this turns out to be some elaborate prank, I’m blaming you.”

“Deal,” Molly says cheerfully, raising her glass again. “Now, go put on something fabulous. If you’re going to suffer through dinner, you might as well look good doing it.”

You glare at her one last time for good measure, but as you head to your room to change, you can’t help but wonder what, exactly, James wants to talk about.

And why the thought of seeing him again has your stomach doing flips.

You’re sitting at an upscale Italian restaurant that smells like garlic, fresh basil, and the distinct aroma of financial regret. The kind of place where the waiters wear ties and the portions are small enough to make you wonder if you’re being pranked. You’re nervously swirling your glass of water, staring at the condensation slipping down the sides, while James studies the menu with the intensity of someone preparing for a life-or-death pasta exam.

You’re not sure how Molly convinced you to come tonight—probably by promising to do your laundry for a month, which now feels like a gross underpayment for this situation. Sitting here, across from James, in a restaurant where the lighting is suspiciously romantic, you can’t help but think of all the better places you could be. Like under your couch. Or in a cave.

“So,” James says, setting the menu down and leaning forward slightly, his full attention now on you. “How’ve you been?”

“Good,” you say automatically, though your voice comes out a little too high-pitched, like you’ve been caught stealing cookies. “Busy. You know, with work. Modeling. Stuff.”

“Right,” he says, smiling in that annoyingly perfect way of his. “You’ve been killing it lately. Everyone’s talking about you.”

“Yeah, well,” you mumble, poking at your water with your straw like it might suddenly have the answers to life’s problems. “It’s mostly Molly’s work. I’m just the mannequin.”

James chuckles, and it’s one of those warm, low chuckles that somehow makes him even more infuriatingly attractive. “You’re a little more than that.”

You laugh nervously, because what else are you supposed to do? “Thanks. So, uh, what did you want to talk about?”

The question hangs in the air for a moment. James’s expression shifts, his usual confidence giving way to something… different. He runs a hand through his perfectly styled hair, and it’s so uncharacteristically nervous that you almost drop your glass. If James is nervous, then whatever he’s about to say must be bad.

“Okay,” he says finally, his voice steady now. “I’m just gonna say it.”

Oh no. Oh no, no, no. Abort mission. Get out. Fake a fire drill. Pretend to choke on a breadstick. ANYTHING.

“I like you,” he says, his eyes locking onto yours with a sincerity that makes your stomach flip. “I mean, I really like you.”

Your brain immediately short-circuits. For a moment, you just stare at him, your mouth opening and closing like you’ve suddenly forgotten how to human. Somewhere in the back of your mind, you can practically hear Molly cackling, “I told you so!”

“You… what?” you manage to squeak out, because your vocabulary has apparently abandoned you in your time of need.

“I like you,” he repeats, leaning forward slightly, his tone so earnest it’s almost painful. “You’re funny, smart, and honestly, one of the most down-to-earth people I’ve met in this industry. And yeah, I know I’ve been flirting with you since day one, but this isn’t just some casual thing for me. I really mean it.”

Oh, great. Now he’s being serious. Panic sets in like a tidal wave. Your heart is racing, your palms are sweaty, and you’re pretty sure your brain has decided to go on vacation without you. What the hell are you supposed to say to that? You can’t exactly tell him the truth—that this whole modeling thing started as a favor for Molly, that your entire life feels like an elaborate game of dress-up, or that you’ve been trying very hard not to analyze the way his stupid smile makes you feel.

“That’s… wow,” you say finally, stalling for time. “I don’t know what to say.”

James smiles, his confidence creeping back in like it never left. “You don’t have to say anything. I just wanted to be honest with you. I know this might be a lot to process, but I’m willing to wait until you’re ready.”

Wait until I’m ready? What does that even mean? Who says things like that? You laugh nervously, fiddling with your napkin like it’s the most interesting thing in the room. “That’s… really sweet of you.”

Sweet? Really? That’s the best you could come up with? Somewhere, Molly is probably rolling on the floor laughing at your incompetence.

The waiter reappears at that exact moment, carrying two plates of food that are either perfectly timed or a divine intervention. “Buon appetito,” he says with a flourish, setting down your plates before slipping away again.

You latch onto the arrival of food like it’s a life raft. “Oh, wow, this looks amazing,” you say, a little too enthusiastically. “So, uh, what did you order?”

“Ravioli,” James says, his lips twitching in amusement. “But nice try. We’re not changing the subject.”

Your fork freezes mid-air. “I wasn’t—”

“You were,” he interrupts, smiling now. “It’s okay. I get it. I kind of dropped that on you out of nowhere.”

You breathe a small sigh of relief, though his gaze hasn’t wavered once. It’s infuriating, really, how he can look so calm and collected while you’re over here trying not to choke on your spaghetti.

“So,” he says, picking up his glass of wine, “tell me something. Why do I scare you so much?”

You nearly drop your fork. “I’m not scared of you!”

James raises an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced. “Oh, no? Then why do you look like you’re about to run out of here at the first chance you get?”

“I’m not—” you start, but the words die in your throat because, well… he’s not entirely wrong.

He leans back in his chair, his expression softening. “Look, I’m not trying to pressure you. I just… I like spending time with you. And I’d like to spend more time with you, preferably without you acting like I’m holding you hostage.”

You can’t help but laugh at that, though it comes out more nervous than anything else. “I don’t think you’re holding me hostage. I just… I don’t know. This is all very... unexpected.”

“Fair enough,” he says, nodding. “But just so you know, I’m not going anywhere. So, take all the time you need.”

The rest of the meal passes in a blur of small talk and awkward attempts to steer the conversation back to neutral territory. James is as charming as ever, but now you can’t un-hear his confession, and every time he looks at you, it’s like he’s seeing something you’re not sure you’re ready to show.

By the time the check arrives, you’re equal parts relieved and exhausted. James insists on paying, of course, and you don’t have the energy to argue.

“Thanks for dinner,” you say as you step outside, the cool night air hitting your face like a wake-up call.

“Anytime,” he says, his smile softer now. “And hey, don’t overthink it, okay?”

“Overthink? Me? Never,” you say, your sarcasm earning a laugh from him.

He walks you to your car, and as you drive away, you can’t help but replay the conversation in your head.

What the hell just happened?

The moment you step through the door that night, Molly is on you like a heat-seeking missile. She doesn’t even give you a chance to kick off your heels before she’s bounding into the living room, eyes wide and buzzing with the kind of excitement that makes you instantly regret coming home.

“Well?” she demands, practically vibrating. “How’d it go? Did he confess his undying love for you? Did you kiss? Are you engaged yet? Should I start planning a wedding? What’s our budget?!”

“Calm down, Shakespeare,” you say, leaning against the door to wrestle off your heels. “Yes, he confessed. No, we didn’t kiss. And, shockingly, no, we’re not engaged.”

Molly gasps dramatically, clutching her chest like she’s in a soap opera. “He confessed?! What did he say? What did you say? Why didn’t you text me the second it happened?!”

You groan, tossing your shoes into the corner before collapsing face-first onto the couch. “He said he likes me. Like, really likes me. And I said…” You flip onto your back, staring at the ceiling. “I said it was sweet.”

There’s a long pause. Too long. You turn your head to find Molly frozen mid-step, her mouth hanging open like she just witnessed a car crash.

“Sweet?” she repeats, her voice high-pitched with disbelief. “That’s it? The man pours his heart out to you, and you call him sweet?”

“What was I supposed to say?” you snap, sitting up and throwing your hands in the air. “I couldn’t exactly tell him the truth, could I?”

“The truth?” Molly shrieks, flopping onto the couch beside you. “The truth about what? That you’re secretly a robot? That you hate carbs? What truth are we talking about here?”

You rub your temples, already regretting this conversation. “The truth that I have no idea how to handle a guy like James, okay? The guy is basically a walking romance novel, and I’m… me. This wasn’t in the manual.”

Molly stares at you, her expression a mix of exasperation and pity. “You’re a disaster.”

“Thanks, that’s really helpful,” you mutter, sinking deeper into the couch.

She sighs dramatically, slinging an arm around your shoulders like she’s comforting a grieving widow. “Okay, look. Maybe this isn’t the end of the world. You could just… I don’t know, let him down gently. Tell him you’re focusing on your career or that you’re allergic to relationships or something.”

You groan, dragging a throw pillow over your face. “You don’t understand. He said he’s willing to wait.”

Molly freezes for a second, and then—because of course she does—bursts into uncontrollable laughter. She doubles over, clutching her stomach, tears forming in the corners of her eyes.

“Oh my God,” she manages between gasps, slapping her thigh for emphasis. “He’s so into you. Like, textbook whipped. This is amazing.”

“This isn’t funny, Molly!” you protest, though her laughter is contagious, and you feel the corners of your mouth twitching against your will.

“Oh, come on!” she says, wiping her eyes. “This is hilarious. You’ve got the golden boy of the fashion world practically begging for your attention, and you’re over here calling him sweet.”

“I panicked!” you admit, finally cracking a smile. “What was I supposed to say? ‘Thanks, but no thanks’? ‘Sorry, James, but I’m emotionally incapable of dealing with this level of sincerity right now’?”

Molly cackles harder, flopping back onto the couch like she’s just run a marathon. “You’re killing me. I can’t breathe.”

You bury your face in your hands, laughing despite yourself. “You’re the worst, you know that?”

“And you love me for it,” Molly shoots back, still grinning.

After a few moments, the laughter dies down, and she pats your shoulder reassuringly. “Okay, okay. For real, though. Don’t worry, babe. We’ll figure this out. You’re not the first person to get caught in the crossfire of a hot guy’s feelings. This is survivable.”

You raise an eyebrow at her. “Crossfire? You make it sound like I’m in a war zone.”

“Romance is a war zone,” she says sagely, reaching for her glass of wine on the coffee table. “And right now, you’re losing. Badly.”

“Wow, thanks for the vote of confidence,” you say, rolling your eyes.

Molly just smirks, swirling her wine like she’s in some kind of melodrama. “You’re welcome.”

Later that night, you’re lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, trying desperately not to replay every second of James’s confession in your head. Naturally, your brain decides to do the exact opposite.

His voice keeps looping in your mind. “I like you. I mean, I really like you.” The way he’d looked at you—earnest, sincere, like you were the only person in the world—was enough to make your heart do that stupid fluttery thing you’ve been trying to ignore since the moment you met him.

Part of you feels guilty. He’d been so honest, so open, and all you’d given him in return was a nervous laugh and a weak “That’s sweet.” You cringe just thinking about it. Who says that?

And yet… another part of you—one you’re trying very hard to shove into a locked box and throw into the ocean—can’t deny that his words had felt… nice.

You groan, rolling over and burying your face in your pillow. “Get a grip,” you mutter to yourself. “This is not a rom-com.”

But as you drift off to sleep, James’s smile lingers in the back of your mind, and you can’t help but wonder how you’re going to navigate this mess without completely embarrassing yourself—or, worse, actually falling for him.


Chapter 14

It starts with you sitting in a dressing room bigger than your entire apartment. Scratch that—bigger than your entire apartment and the slightly sketchy laundromat on the ground floor combined. You’re wrapped in a silk robe so soft it feels like a hug from a cloud, and you’re sipping sparkling water from a crystal glass because, apparently, that’s what people like you drink now.

People like you.

The thought makes you snort softly into your glass. Six months ago, the closest you’d come to “sparkling” anything was the off-brand soda you’d buy when it was on sale. Now? Now you’re seated in a room lined wall-to-wall with designer gowns that probably cost more than your entire pre-Molly wardrobe. A makeup artist is dabbing at your already-flawless foundation with a brush so delicate it might as well be a whisper, while a hairstylist fusses over a single stray strand of hair like it’s a matter of national security.

If someone had told you back then that this would be your life—billboards featuring your face, high-profile fashion shows, photographers shouting your name like you’re some kind of A-lister—you probably would’ve laughed so hard you’d choke on your discount soda. And yet… here you are.

“Alright, superstar,” comes Molly’s voice as she breezes into the room like she owns the place. Which, to be fair, she kind of does. She’s rocking her usual power outfit—a tailored blazer, skinny jeans, and heels so high they make your ankles hurt just looking at them. Add in the clipboard and the headset, and she looks like a fashion-world general preparing for battle.

“How’s my favorite model doing?” she asks, dropping onto the couch with the grace of someone who’s been running on caffeine and adrenaline for three days straight but refuses to admit it.

You smirk at her in the mirror, raising an eyebrow. “Favorite? Don’t you have, like, three other models in this show?”

“Yeah, but none of them are you,” she fires back, kicking off her heels and tucking her feet underneath her. “Besides, none of this would’ve happened without you. You’re the reason we’re here.”

You roll your eyes, turning back to the mirror as the hairstylist finally decides that the rogue strand of hair has been sufficiently subdued. “And here I thought it was your talent and hard work,” you tease, taking another sip of sparkling water.

“That too,” Molly says with a grin, leaning back and tossing her clipboard onto the coffee table. “But seriously, I mean it. My collection wouldn’t be half as successful if it weren’t for you agreeing to model that first dress.”

“Vividly,” you reply dryly. “I also remember you bribing me with pizza.”

“And look where that pizza got us!” she exclaims, throwing her arms wide like she’s presenting a grand prize on a game show. “Runways, magazine covers, the Cervantes Gala! We’re living the dream, babe.”

You can’t help but laugh, shaking your head. Molly’s energy is infectious, even when you’re trying to play it cool. “Yeah, sure. Living the dream. Except I’m pretty sure I’m going to trip on the runway and faceplant in front of a hundred cameras.”

Molly waves a dismissive hand. “Please. If you trip, you’ll look fabulous doing it. We’ll call it performance art.”

You snort, but the thought of Molly somehow spinning a runway disaster into a PR win isn’t entirely far-fetched. She’s always had a knack for making the impossible work—like convincing you, of all people, to step in front of a camera in the first place.

“Seriously though,” she continues, her tone softening. “You’ve been amazing. I know I bullied you into it at first, but I couldn’t have done any of this without you. You’ve brought my designs to life in a way I never thought possible.”

You glance at her in the mirror, catching the rare moment of vulnerability in her expression. It’s enough to make you smile, despite your lingering nerves. “Well, you’re welcome. But I’m pretty sure the pizza was still the real MVP.”

“True,” she agrees, her grin returning. “Never underestimate the power of mozzarella.”

The two of you share a laugh, and for a moment, the chaos of the dressing room fades into the background.

But then, of course, the moment passes, and reality comes crashing back in. You glance at the rack of gowns, at the photographers gathering just beyond the curtain, at the hairstylist who’s now circling you like a shark, spritzing your hair with something that smells faintly of coconut and fear.

What started as a simple favor—a one-off photoshoot to help Molly meet a deadline—has somehow snowballed into this. You’ve been to places you never thought you’d see, worn clothes most people only dream about, and somehow managed to pull it all off without anyone realizing you’re not exactly the glamorous woman you appear to be.

Well… almost no one.

There’s still James.

The thought of him sends a flicker of something you refuse to name skittering through your chest. James, with his stupidly perfect smile and his annoyingly sincere compliments, who somehow manages to make you feel like you belong in this world of silk and sequins even when you’re pretty sure you don’t.

Molly’s voice snaps you out of your thoughts. “Alright, enough daydreaming,” she says, standing and grabbing her clipboard. “We’ve got a show to do. You ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” you reply, taking one last sip of sparkling water before setting the glass aside.

Molly beams at you, her confidence as unshakable as ever. “That’s my girl. Now, go out there and show them why you’re the favorite.”

You roll your eyes but can’t help the small smile tugging at your lips. Molly has always been your biggest cheerleader, even when you’re convinced you’re about to fall flat on your face—literally or figuratively.

As you step toward the curtain, the sound of the crowd growing louder on the other side, you take a deep breath. This might not be the life you planned for yourself, but for better or worse, it’s the one you’ve got.

And weirdly enough, part of you is starting to think you might actually be getting the hang of it.

The show is an undeniable, head-turning success. Molly’s designs are the talk of the night, and the applause feels like thunder as you step onto the runway wearing her show-stopping finale piece—a glittering gold gown that hugs every curve, catching the light like it’s made of liquid sunlight. For a moment, you forget about the cameras, the crowd, and the fact that you’re walking in heels that should come with a health warning. You feel like royalty.

The applause swells as you reach the end of the runway, the flashbulbs popping like fireworks. You catch a glimpse of Molly in the wings, her headset hanging around her neck and her hands clasped together as if she’s trying her best not to burst into tears. She’s beaming, and you know that grin will be plastered on her face for weeks.

On the final walk, you join the other models to take your bow, the collective energy backstage buzzing like electricity. As soon as you step behind the curtain, chaos erupts. Models are hugging, makeup artists are crying, and someone’s popping a bottle of champagne in the corner while shouting something incomprehensible in French.

Molly barrels through the crowd, zeroed in on you like a heat-seeking missile. Before you can even take off your heels, she throws her arms around your neck, nearly knocking you off balance.

“You were amazing!” she gushes, her voice about three octaves higher than usual. “Did you hear that applause? They loved you! They loved us!”

“They loved your designs,” you correct her, though you can’t keep the grin off your face. “I’m just the mannequin, remember?”

“Don’t even start with that nonsense,” she says, swatting your arm like an irritated older sister. “You’re a star, and you know it. Own it, babe!”

Before you can muster a reply, a familiar voice cuts through the noise.

“She’s right, you know.”

You turn, and of course, it’s James. Because who else would show up at the exact moment you’re trying not to collapse into a puddle of post-runway exhaustion?

He’s standing there looking effortlessly handsome in a tailored suit that probably costs more than your entire wardrobe combined. As usual, his hair is styled to perfection, and he’s holding a glass of champagne like he just walked out of an ad for expensive cologne.

“You were incredible out there,” he says, stepping closer, his voice smooth and annoyingly steady. “Not that I’m surprised.”

“Thanks,” you mumble, suddenly very interested in the floor.

Molly, the traitor, glances between the two of you with a grin that can only be described as diabolical. “Well,” she says, backing away slowly, “I’ll just leave you two to… whatever this is.”

You whip your head around to glare at her, but she’s already disappearing into the crowd, tossing a wink over her shoulder for good measure.

“Subtle,” you mutter under your breath, though you can’t help the small laugh that escapes.

James chuckles too, the sound low and warm. “She has a point, you know.”

“She has a lot of points,” you reply, finally meeting his gaze. “Most of them involve meddling in things that aren’t her business.”

He raises an eyebrow, his lips quirking into a familiar smirk. “And what exactly is she meddling in?”

You feel your cheeks heat up and quickly look away, pretending to adjust the sleeve of the gown. “Nothing worth discussing.”

“Uh-huh,” he says, clearly unconvinced.

You change the subject, because talking about Molly’s matchmaking schemes is not on the evening’s agenda. “So, what did you think of the show?”

James tilts his head, considering the question like it’s a trick. “Honestly? It was incredible. But you stole the spotlight. That gown was made for you.”

You laugh nervously, brushing a strand of hair behind your ear. “I think the gown could make a scarecrow look good.”

“Maybe,” he says, his smirk softening into something more sincere. “But you made it unforgettable.”

Your heart skips a beat, and you immediately squash the feeling like a bug under a stiletto. You’ve spent months building up your defenses against that stupid, disarming smile of his, and you’re not about to let them crumble now.

“Thanks,” you say, keeping your tone steady. “You weren’t too bad yourself.”

James raises an eyebrow, his grin widening. “You actually watched my segment?”

“Maybe,” you admit, shrugging like it’s no big deal. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

“Too late,” he says, taking a sip of his champagne. “It’s practically a second home for my ego.”

You roll your eyes, though you can’t help the small smile tugging at your lips. “Of course it is.”

“So,” he says, leaning casually against a nearby table, “what’s next for the world’s most glamorous accidental model?”

You laugh, shaking your head. “Honestly? I have no idea. This whole thing still feels like a fever dream. I’m half-expecting to wake up in my old apartment with Molly banging on my door, demanding that I pay her back for a pizza.”

James chuckles, the sound somehow both infuriating and comforting. “Well, whatever happens next, I hope I get to see more of you.”

Your stomach flips at his words, but you quickly tamp it down, schooling your expression into something neutral. “You’re not very good at taking hints, are you?”

“I’m persistent,” he says with a casual shrug. “It’s one of my better qualities.”

“That’s debatable,” you reply, though your tone lacks any real bite.

He grins, clearly enjoying the back-and-forth. “We’ll see.”

Before you can come up with a snarky retort, someone calls James’s name from across the room, and he glances over his shoulder. “Duty calls,” he says, straightening up. “But don’t think I’m letting you off the hook that easily.”

You raise an eyebrow. “Oh? And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’ll find out,” he says with a wink before disappearing into the crowd, leaving you standing there with your heart doing something it absolutely shouldn’t be doing.

Later that night, you and Molly are perched on the balcony of her ridiculously extravagant hotel suite. The city sprawls out below, a glittering sea of lights twinkling against the darkness. The muffled thump of bass from the after-party downstairs drifts up to your ears, but it’s distant enough to feel like someone else’s problem. You both needed a break from the chaos, and now here you are—barefoot, sipping champagne from glasses that are probably insured, and wrapped in complimentary hotel robes that feel like they’ve been woven from clouds.

“I can’t believe we did it,” Molly says, leaning back in her chair, her head tilted toward the sky. The glow from the city lights dances across her face, but it’s her smile that steals the show. “Can you believe it? We’re legit.”

You snort into your champagne glass. “Speak for yourself. I’m still waiting for someone to burst through the door, point at me, and yell, ‘Imposter!’”

“Ugh, would you stop,” she says, swatting your arm without even looking at you. “You’re not a fraud. You’re the real deal, babe. And don’t even think about quitting on me now. We’ve got a whole career ahead of us.”

You roll your eyes, tipping your glass to your lips. “Molly, I think one accidental modeling career is more than enough for a lifetime, thanks.”

“Accidental or not, you’re good at this,” she counters, sitting up and fixing you with a look that’s way too serious for someone who’s on her third glass of champagne. “And I’m not just saying that because you’re my best friend. You’ve been amazing, and you know it.”

You arch an eyebrow. “Do I? Because I distinctly remember being bribed into this with pizza. Pretty sure that’s not a glowing endorsement of my so-called ‘amazingness.’”

“Yeah, well,” she says, grinning now. “That pizza turned out to be the best investment I’ve ever made.”

You laugh, shaking your head. “You’re impossible.”

“And you love me for it,” she says, raising her glass in a mock toast.

You clink your glass against hers, the sound crisp and satisfying in the cool night air. Despite your protests, you can’t deny that she has a point. What started as a favor—a quick photoshoot to help Molly meet a deadline—has turned into something so much bigger than either of you could have imagined. And while you still feel like you’re winging it half the time, you can’t help but feel a small flicker of pride.

Molly’s voice softens, pulling you out of your thoughts. “For real, though. I’m proud of you. I know this wasn’t what you signed up for, but you’ve handled it like a pro. I couldn’t have done any of this without you.”

You glance at her, feeling a surge of warmth that has nothing to do with the champagne. “I couldn’t have done it without you, either. You’re the one who dragged me into this mess to begin with.”

“And aren’t you glad I did?” she says, grinning like the Cheshire Cat.

You roll your eyes, though your smile gives you away. “Yeah. I guess I am.”

The two of you sit in comfortable silence for a moment, the sounds of the city filling the gap. The cool breeze carries the faint scent of something floral, and for the first time all day, you feel yourself start to relax.

And then your phone buzzes.

You glance at the screen, and your stomach does a little flip for reasons you refuse to analyze. It’s a text from James.

Dinner tomorrow?

Before you can even process the message, Molly is leaning over your shoulder like an overexcited parrot. “Oh my God,” she squeals, practically shaking your arm. “He’s asking you out again!”

You glare at her, trying to tug your phone out of her line of sight. “Would you calm down? You’re worse than a tabloid.”

“Worse? Please. I’m the best wingwoman you’ve ever had,” she says, plucking her glass off the table and taking a triumphant sip. “Now, what are you gonna say?”

You stare at the text, your thumb hovering over the keyboard. Part of you wants to respond immediately, but another, louder part knows that Molly will absolutely never let you live it down if you give her more ammunition.

Finally, you type a single word: Maybe.

Molly gasps, clutching her chest like you’ve personally offended her. “Maybe? Maybe?! That’s all you’re giving him?”

“He can handle it,” you say with a smirk, setting your phone facedown on the table.

“You’re such a tease,” she says, shaking her head in mock disapproval.

“And yet, here we are,” you reply, raising an eyebrow.

Molly groans dramatically, but her grin betrays her. “Fine. But if he ends up writing you poetry or something, I’m framing it.”

You laugh, clinking your glass against hers again. “Deal. But only if you promise not to read it out loud at my wedding.”

“Deal,” she says, though you can tell she’s already mentally drafting her maid-of-honor speech.

The two of you stay on the balcony for hours, talking and laughing about everything and nothing. The city lights twinkle below like tiny stars, and the distant hum of the party fades into the background.

At some point, Molly leans back in her chair, her voice softer now. “You know, this whole thing started as a long shot. I didn’t think we’d actually make it.”

You glance at her, surprised by the rare moment of vulnerability. “Molly Sinclair, doubting herself? That’s a first.”

She laughs, but it’s quieter this time. “I’m serious. I mean, look at us. We’re sitting on a balcony in designer robes, drinking champagne, after our show just brought the house down. It’s insane.”

You smile, leaning back in your own chair. “Yeah. It is.”

The two of you fall into a comfortable silence, the kind that only comes after years of friendship. As the night stretches on, you can’t help but feel a strange sense of contentment. Life may have taken a wildly unexpected turn, but somehow, against all odds, it worked out.

Your phone buzzes again, but you ignore it for now. Whatever happens next—whether it’s tomorrow’s dinner with James or Molly’s next big idea—you’re ready.

Who knew that one little favor could lead to all this?
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