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Introduction

“My best friend needed a glamorous fake fiancée to sell the power couple fantasy and lure more investors. Neither of us expected me to transform into her for real.”


This is an illustrated romance novel, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

When my best friend Billy Preston and I invented Creating the Lady, it was supposed to be the perfect Manhattan scam—a luxury beauty business selling femininity, transformation, and high-end reinvention to women with money and secrets. We needed a fantasy investors would worship. A power couple they would trust. A face they would never forget.

So we created one.

After a stupid game of rock, paper, scissors, I became Lady Winona de Lannoy—a fake Luxembourg heiress with perfect hair, better clothes, and a beauty empire built on aspiration. Billy became Abraham Sinclair, my polished, possessive partner in white-collar crime.

Together, we sold a dream of elegance, surgery, style, body transformation, and luxury femininity so intoxicating that Manhattan opened every door.

But the deeper I fell into makeovers, lip filler, breast augmentation, body sculpting, designer dresses, and the intoxicating discipline of becoming her, the less it felt like pretending.

Winona wasn’t just the lie we sold. She was the truth buried underneath me all along.

As the money poured in, the romance between Billy and me turned hotter, darker, and impossible to deny. He touched me like I was his masterpiece. He looked at me like I was his religion. And every time he called me his, I felt something inside me fall into place.

Then the story leaked.

The fake heiress. The cash investors. The private transformations. The body. My identity. All of it turned into scandal, cruelty, and public hunger. Manhattan wanted to destroy the woman it had helped create.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: Creating the Lady is Lilly Lustwood’s second full novel. It’s a glamorous, high-stakes feminization romance about luxury beauty, body transformation, trans awakening, scandal, obsession, surgery, power, and a love story fierce enough to survive the world finding out the truth.

I’m Lilly Lustwood and I’m a transgender woman. I’m a senior editor by day and I recall and write my romantic rendezvous by night.

Most of my titles deal with feminization. A fragment of what makes me find happiness in my gender identity, amidst the discrimination against women like me, is my transformation.

When I look in the mirror and I gaze at my authentic self, I know that no matter what happens, I’m living my life and not somebody else’s idea of how I should.

The clothes I wear, my long black hair, the fruity bath products that I use, the hormone medications I take before I go to bed, the sillage of my floral perfume, the surgeries I’ve undergone, and every step that I take with my size 12 Jimmy Choos, are all proudly from me…

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

❖   I have long and straight black hair and stand 5ft 6in.

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

❖   I’m blessed with huge cat eyes and heart-shaped lips

❖   I want to share the rest, but that’s not very lady-like *wink*

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to Creating The Lady.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

Before we get to the exciting part, I’m cordially inviting you to be a Lilly Lustwood VIP.

IT DOESN’T COST ANYTHING. All you have to do is Join my Mailing List.

I will be sending you FREE Exclusive Romantic Content that you won’t find anywhere else.

My First Gift For You
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Apart from that, I’ll also send you Announcements of my New Releases and Promos.

I won’t send you anything that’s not related to my stories and I won’t share your information with any person or entity.

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

or Copy this Link -> stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view

Note: Please check your Spam or Promotions tab
if the confirmation doesn’t arrive in your inbox.

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1
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I HAD LIVED with Billy Preston for eleven months, three weeks, and four days when he decided our future was hiding in somebody else’s champagne.

Not in a bank. Not in a miracle. Not in talent, which was offensive because between the two of us we had enough talent to embarrass half of Manhattan. No. According to Billy, who stood shirtless at our kitchen counter at seven-thirty on a damp Thursday evening with a butter knife in one hand and a stolen luxury candle in the other, our future was hiding in the bubbles some venture capitalist’s wife would leave sweating against a marble bar at a launch party neither of us had been invited to.

“Think about it,” he said, scooping the last of a grocery-store cream cheese tub onto a stale everything bagel as if he were plating caviar at The Mark. “People show you what matters to them when they think nobody important is looking. What they drink. What they wear. What words make their pupils dilate. The champagne is the clue.”

“Our rent is the clue,” I said.

He looked up, wounded by my lack of romance.

The apartment around us looked exactly like the kind of life we were both too proud to admit we were living. The Brooklyn place had been advertised online as a “sun-drenched two-bedroom creative loft,” which was a psychotic way of describing a railroad apartment with one crooked skylight, exposed pipes, and a bathroom door that didn’t latch unless you kicked it first. The “sun-drenched” part was true for maybe twenty-two minutes every morning when light fell through the front windows and made everything look forgiving.

At night it was all sharper edges. Half-packed boxes we had never fully unpacked because permanence felt like surrender. Garment bags hanging from the backs of chairs. Ring lights leaning against the wall near the dining table we used as a desk, vanity, and war room. Printouts of fake branding decks. Beauty samples. Scent strips. Three pairs of Billy’s polished shoes lined up beneath the radiator like he was maintaining an embassy to a richer nation inside our home.

The kitchen counter was crowded with evidence of our habits: unpaid ConEd bill, two espresso cups, a tube of expensive hand cream Billy had charmed out of a publicist in SoHo, my nicotine gum, his silver lighter, a tray of costume jewelry, a legal pad with numbers on it, and a cracked hand mirror I kept turning face-down because it made my apartment look even poorer.

The place smelled like coffee, dust, and ambition, with a clean top note of the expensive candle Billy had swiped from a hotel bathroom in Midtown the week before. White tea and bergamot. He only lit it when he was in what he called his founder mood.

We were not founders of anything.

At the time, Billy was consulting, which was a generous term for lying with a blowout and a deck. I was freelancing, which was a generous term for making rich people’s bad ideas sound expensive in slide language. Between us, we had crafted three “boutique brand strategies,” one wellness retreat concept, a ghostwritten investor letter for a man who confused EBITDA with astrology, and exactly zero stable income.

Yet Billy stood in our kitchen like a prophet in boxer briefs and said, “Tonight is market research.”

I folded my black shirt more carefully than it needed. “Tonight is trespassing with better skincare.”

“That,” he said, pointing the butter knife at me, “is why I need you.”

I should explain Billy before I explain the rest, because anything that happened to me that year happened first because Billy Preston looked at the world and saw a lock instead of a wall.

He wasn’t conventionally beautiful in the mild, forgettable way men in catalogues were beautiful. He was sharper than that. Not tall enough to be majestic, not bulky enough to be imposing, but put together so cleanly that people kept mistaking intent for pedigree.

Dark hair cut close at the sides, mouth made for bad ideas, shoulders that sat easy in a jacket, eyes that could turn warm enough to make you feel chosen or cold enough to make you review your entire value proposition. He could flirt with a receptionist, insult a hedge fund manager, and get a bartender to comp us mezcal, all in under seven minutes. I had seen him do variations of all three.

He was also, though he would have denied it on pain of death, the neatest person I knew. His side of the apartment looked curated even in chaos. Jackets steamed. Cables wrapped. Face wash arranged in order of importance. He kept index cards in a Muji tray with ideas for businesses we were going to start once we found the right one. He called them venture bones.

My side of the apartment looked like I had been mugged by my own brain. Books, open tabs made physical, notes on envelopes, half-finished coffees, and clothes I bought because they seemed like they belonged to a person whose life made more sense than mine.

“Tell me again why I’m going with you,” I said.

“Because you have taste.”

“You say that whenever you need something.”

He smiled. “And because you can smell fraud before it speaks.”

That, unfortunately, was true.

I had grown up in New Jersey, close enough to New York that everybody in my town treated Manhattan like a weather system. If you were lucky, it rolled over you and changed the color of your life. If you weren’t, you spent years looking east and telling yourself the skyline meant possibility instead of exclusion.

I had come to Brooklyn with the usual disease. I was going to become someone inevitable. Someone polished. Someone who understood menus without googling words in the bathroom. I had not, at twenty-eight, pictured myself living with a charming opportunist who stole candles from hotel bathrooms and called it sourcing.

And yet Billy and I fit, in the way two sharp-edged things sometimes fit because they gouge the same places in the world. We had met in a branding contract from hell and discovered, by the second week, that we shared three fatal qualities: taste, hunger, and moral flexibility in the presence of opportunity.

We had been roommates for convenience. Then for momentum. Then because somewhere along the line, the apartment stopped feeling like a temporary arrangement and started feeling like the backstage of my life.

Billy checked the time on the microwave. “We leave in forty minutes.”

I looked down at what I’d laid out on my bed: black trousers, silk shell, my least cheap-looking blazer, earrings I didn’t wear because I didn’t have pierced ears and didn’t even know why I still bought clip-ons sometimes. They sat there on the duvet like an accusation.

Billy followed my gaze.

His eyes flicked over the outfit, then to my face, then back. He didn’t comment on the earrings. Billy had a habit of stepping over truths he thought were still incubating. He could be vulgar in ten directions, but on certain subjects he moved with surprising patience, like he knew force spoiled the reveal.

“That one,” he said, nodding to the blazer. “Not the gray. Gray says junior. Black says somebody else paid for your education.”

“I hate that you’re right.”

“I know.”

He set his plate in the sink, crossed the small kitchen, and went to the rolling rack we kept between the living room and my room. The rack held the skeletons of a dozen borrowed selves: his double-breasted jackets, my sharpest trousers, a sequined sample top from a dead campaign, a cream silk blouse neither of us remembered acquiring, one old faux-fur coat, two garment bags with things too good for our daily lives, and a narrow black dress still sheathed in plastic from an event stylist who’d forgotten it after a fitting months ago and never asked for it back.

Billy touched the garment bag without taking it down. “One day,” he said lightly.

I laughed once, because the alternative would have been to ask him what he meant.

He turned back toward me, serious again. “This isn’t just another room, Wyatt.”

“Every room is just another room until you decide to lie in it.”

“That’s exactly what makes them useful.”

He went into his bedroom to dress. I stood there with the black blazer in my hands and let my eyes drift around the apartment again. The iron radiator hissed. Somewhere downstairs somebody was frying onions. Music thumped through a wall from another unit, bass-heavy enough to make our water glasses tremble. Outside the front window, the block was all wet pavement and bike lights and the occasional bark from the bodega dog. Ordinary, all of it. Not ugly. Not tragic. Just stubbornly real in a way Manhattan never allowed itself to be.

That was the problem, maybe. Brooklyn forgave mess. Manhattan monetized aspiration.

I got dressed at my mirror and hated the way the overhead light flattened me. I had one of those faces that could look sharper or softer depending on lighting, haircut, sleep, and whether I remembered how to hold my mouth.

In college, people used to tell me I looked “striking,” which is what they say when they mean attractive but not in a way they know how to categorize. My features always seemed one decision away from another life. Fine brows. Mouth too full for the rest of my face. Eyes that looked almost pretty when I was tired. I had spent years regarding all of this as an inconvenience.

When I was done, Billy leaned against my doorframe in a navy jacket that cost more than he’d admit and gave me a slow once-over.

“Perfect,” he said.

“I look like I’m trying.”

“In Manhattan, that’s the first draft of looking effortless.”

He tossed me my coat. I grabbed my phone, wallet, and nicotine gum, and we headed out.

The hallway outside our apartment smelled like bleach and old carpet. On the stoop, the cold had sharpened. The street was alive in the particular Brooklyn way that made me feel simultaneously invisible and held—delivery bikes cutting through traffic, somebody laughing too loud outside the wine shop, a couple arguing beside a parked Subaru, windows lit in stacked rectangles above us like private stage sets.

Billy lit a cigarette the second we hit the sidewalk.

“You’re disgusting,” I said.

“You say that like it hasn’t worked on you.”

“Nothing about you has worked on me.”

He grinned around the cigarette. “Liar.”

We walked to the subway with our shoulders brushing whenever the sidewalk narrowed. That was another Billy thing. He was always touching people, just enough to suggest intimacy without asking permission for too much of it. Hand at the small of my back in a crowded doorway.

Fingers around my wrist steering me through a room. Knee pressed to mine under a table when he wanted to shift the energy and couldn’t do it with words. He had made contact into a language. I had learned it accidentally and then too well.

On the L train into Manhattan, he stood beside me, one hand gripping the pole, the other holding his phone as he reviewed what little intel we had.

“Event’s at Mercer and Broome,” he said. “Beauty-tech launch. Invite list full of seed funds, lifestyle press, two editors from beauty glossies, one reality-adjacent influencer I hate on principle, and at least three men who will call women founders ‘rockstars’ while asking if they plan to have children.”

“Charming.”

“The founder is second-generation something. Rich enough to think she invented inconvenience.”

“How are we getting in?”

He looked offended. “The same way anyone gets in. With confidence, texture, and an assumption that the universe has already been briefed.”

“Billy.”

“I know a photographer who knows the event producer. I dropped his name to an assistant three hours ago and let her infer the rest.”

“So fraud.”

“Networking.”

The train screamed into Union Square. People pushed in and out with that particular New York violence that always felt personal. I caught our reflection in the darkened window between stations—Billy composed, me sharper than I felt, both of us arranged into people whose rent should have been paid by an accountant.

He caught me looking and tilted his head. “See? We belong.”

That was Billy’s most dangerous gift. Not persuasion. Conviction. He could look at an impossible thing and strip it of its authority until it seemed merely underclaimed.

By the time we came up downtown, the city had gone full performance. Cabs glazing the streets yellow, restaurant windows spilling honeyed light onto wet sidewalks, women in heels stepping around puddles with the gravity of minor royalty, men in coats cut so well they made ordinary fabric look like an insult. SoHo always felt like a district built by somebody who hated need. Everything glossy. Everything angled toward longing.

The launch was in a converted loft with a florist-budget entry installation and a guest list table staffed by two women in black that cost money. Billy’s whole body changed when he saw the door. His chin lifted one degree. Smile softened. Pace slowed into assurance.

He murmured, “Follow my lead.”

“I always regret that.”

“Yet you always do it.”

At the check-in table, he gave a warm nod to the woman with the iPad, as if they had met on a panel in Monaco.

“Hi,” he said. “Abraham Sinclair. We’re with Adrian.”

We were not with Adrian. I didn’t know if Adrian existed.

The woman scrolled. Billy leaned in just enough to create privacy, not pressure.

“He may have listed us under the studio or press,” he said, easy and faintly apologetic, the way men sound when they’ve been mildly inconvenienced by a system they are accustomed to bypassing.

Her colleague looked up. Billy smiled at her too. He didn’t flirt exactly. Flirting implied effort. He offered women the more profitable illusion that they were briefly in on something exclusive.

“There,” the first woman said. “Sinclair plus one.”

I nearly turned my head.

Billy didn’t. “Perfect. Thank you.”

Inside, the room opened into money.

A long bar ran down one side, backlit and mirrored. Trays of microscopic food drifted past on the hands of servers too beautiful to be paid fairly. The product installations glowed in acrylic towers—serums, sculpting devices, chromed tools with impossible claims, all under signage that promised disruption, ritual, and technology in fonts that cost seven thousand dollars to license.

Screens mounted against exposed brick showed videos of women with improbable cheekbones pressing luminous devices to their faces while a voiceover said things like biomimetic and adaptive elegance.

Billy inhaled like a saint arriving at the relics.

I scanned.

That was my role in our ecosystem. Billy expanded. I assessed. Who was actually important, who only wanted to look important, who had insecurity hidden beneath polish, who was hungry, who was careless, who had brought their ego to the room unchaperoned. Rooms talked if you knew what language they spoke.

The founder stood near the center installation, all expensive veneers and inherited confidence. Two men from a fund I recognized from LinkedIn were by the bar. A beauty editor with a face like severe architecture laughed too hard at something a branding man in a turtleneck said. Near the far windows, a woman in a cream suit was ignoring everyone with such concentration that she instantly became the most interesting person present.

Billy followed my gaze. “That one.”

“Already saw her.”

“Good. We’ll work toward her.”

We took champagne from a passing tray. I tasted mine. Brut, good label, not the kind event planners poured unless somebody was trying very hard to communicate abundance.

Billy’s eyes lit in wicked triumph. “See?”

“I hate when your theory survives contact with reality.”

“For now,” he said softly, almost to himself, watching the room. “This is all language. Taste as status. Procedure as virtue. Beauty as proof of discipline. Rich people want to believe every soft thing they buy is actually hard work.”

That sharpened me. He was right, and when Billy was right he became almost beautiful in a way that made me nervous.

We moved through the room. Billy introduced himself to a junior brand strategist and somehow walked away with the name of a family office partner. I fell into conversation with a lifestyle editor whose eyes kept snagging on my blazer and extracted, within four minutes, the useful fact that half the investors present were currently looking for something “feminine, disruptive, and culturally sticky.” She said it like she was ordering perfume.

At the bar, Billy appeared beside me with another drink for me and a look in his eyes that meant a current had formed.

“Walk with me,” he said.

We drifted toward the cream-suited woman by the window.

Up close, she was older than I’d first thought, maybe late forties, all tensile grace and expensive indifference. Her hair was a dark silver bob polished to a threat. She held a coupe without drinking from it. No wedding ring. Watch old and impossibly costly. Her face had been subtly worked on, but not in the vulgar way—just enough to suggest maintenance by someone who understood the difference between youth and authority.

Billy stopped at the right diagonal distance, not intruding, making space for her to either reject us or annex us.

“Beautiful room,” he said.

She turned. Her eyes were gray and not patient. “Is it?”

Billy smiled. “No. But it is expensive. Sometimes that’s enough to get people to tell the truth.”

A pause.

Then she laughed once, low and surprised.

I clocked the shift. Permission.

“I’m Abraham Sinclair,” Billy said. “This is Wyatt Mintzberg.”

Her gaze landed on me. Cool, direct, cataloguing. “And what do you do, Wyatt?”

There was always a moment like this. One second long, maybe less, where the answer branched. Tell the truth and become furniture. Lie badly and become a problem. Lie well and become a possibility.

“Mostly,” I said, “I listen until people accidentally explain what they wish they were selling.”

That got me another pause. This one better.

“And what do they wish they were selling?” she asked.

“Permission,” I said. “Improvement framed as identity. Luxury framed as virtue. Sometimes a machine. Usually absolution.”

The corner of her mouth moved. “You’re both either very smart or completely insufferable.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive,” Billy said.

“Obviously not.”

She finally offered her hand. “Lora Bellamy.”

I knew the name. Angel funding. Consumer wellness. Three exits. A reputation for backing women founders before bigger money arrived and congratulated itself for being late.

Billy’s thumb brushed once against the stem of his glass. Tiny sign. He was excited.

We talked for twelve minutes. Long enough to matter, not long enough to overstay. Lora asked questions that cut. What trends felt exhausted. Why so much beauty branding sounded like therapy with a stronger margin. Whether anything in the room struck us as original.

Billy charmed. I answered. Together we built the kind of temporary intelligence people mistake for inevitability.

Before she left, Lora said, “If either of you ever has a real idea instead of interesting contempt, call me.”

Billy did not reach for his phone. “We will.”

That was restraint. Performance. Very hard for him.

The second she moved away, he leaned toward me and murmured, “Marry me.”

“No.”

“You’re no fun.”

“I’m the only reason you survive.”

“Also true.”

The rest of the evening sharpened around that exchange. Once somebody important has decided you might be worth listening to, rooms change temperature. People looked at us half a second longer. Questions got better. Billy was incandescent now, gathering data, testing language, clocking which promises got attention and which made eyes glaze over. I did the same, but with less joy. I liked rooms best when they were almost admitting something ugly.

Near the product display, we listened to a cluster of investors discuss beauty categories with the detached appetite of men picking horses. Skin was crowded. Supplements were volatile. Devices were overfunded. A man in a navy suit said women’s wellness still had room if the branding was “aspirational enough to launder shame.”

My whole body went cold with interest.

There it was. Not the cruelty, which was common. The shape of the opportunity. They didn’t want efficacy. They wanted transformation rendered luxurious enough that nobody had to name the desperation underneath.

Billy heard it too. I saw it in the way his eyes narrowed, not in disgust but focus.

Later, by the bar, he said, “Did you hear him?”

“Unfortunately.”

“No. Not the misogyny. The business model.”

“There are several in this room.”

“The one that matters.”

I looked around. Women with polished lips and polished jobs. Men who loved the market and feared the body. Everyone pretending beauty was frivolous while spending fortunes proving otherwise.

Billy spoke more softly. “All these people keep talking about products. Tools. Devices. Serums. That’s the wrapper. What they really want is a system that tells women they can become legible to power.”

“That’s hideous.”

“That’s profitable.”

I stared at him.

He stared back, eyes bright now in the way that meant he could already see the skeleton of a thing.

A server passed. Billy took another glass of champagne he didn’t need.

“Women’s beauty, luxury wellness, self-reinvention,” he said. “Not treatment. Transformation. Not medicine. Curation. Concierge-level. Hyper-feminine, hyper-controlled, emotionally charged. A full-service ascent.”

“Into what?”

“Whatever they think being beautiful will buy them.”

“That’s every beauty business.”

“Yes,” he said impatiently, “but most of them are selling fragments. Skin. Hair. Devices. Memberships. I’m talking about the whole mythology. Elegance as outcome. Femininity as architecture. A company that doesn’t just sell products. It creates a woman.”

I should have laughed.

Instead, something in me went very still.

He noticed.

“Tell me you don’t feel it,” he said.

“I feel that you’re drunk.”

“Barely.”

“You always sound most dangerous when you’re barely drunk.”

“Wyatt.”

I glanced again around the room. At the carefully manufactured aspiration of it all. At the women smoothing invisible flyaways before catching their reflections in mirrored columns. At the men funding their own fantasies about what beauty meant as long as someone else had to undergo it.

A company that creates a woman.

The phrase turned once inside me like a key I refused to touch.

I set down my glass. “Not here.”

Billy looked thrilled. “So you do feel it.”

“I feel that if we talk about this in public, I’ll have to help you bury a body by eleven.”

“Great. We’ll workshop in transit.”

We left before we could overstay our welcome. Billy always said the best moment to exit a room was when it had just started to imagine missing you.

Outside, Manhattan had turned silver-black and electric. Mercer was slick with rain. Cars hissed over the pavement. A woman in a white coat laughed into the collar of a man who looked like private equity. Somewhere a siren moved uptown like a cut through silk.

We walked fast, not because we had to but because adrenaline demanded locomotion.

“Well?” Billy said.

“Well what?”

“Don’t play dead with me. The room just handed us a thesis.”

The subway entrance breathed hot metallic air at us. We took the stairs down.

“What exactly are you proposing?” I asked.

“I’m proposing that beauty has become a class dialect. People don’t want to look pretty. They want to look expensive, intentional, inevitable. They want evidence that someone—or they themselves—know how to shape a life.”

We hit the platform as the train rumbled in.

Inside the car, there were fewer people than before. A man asleep against the window. Two girls with shopping bags and lip gloss. A nurse in scrubs watching a cooking video without sound. We sat opposite each other, knees almost touching.

Billy leaned forward, elbows on his thighs. “Imagine this. Not a medspa. Not a clinic. Not a makeup line. A luxury transformation company.”

“That sounds like a tax audit.”

“Listen. End-to-end. Image architecture. Aesthetic planning. Injectables. Styling. body strategy. Skin. Social polish. Femininity at the level of narrative. You don’t just leave looking better. You leave legible to the life you want.”

I heard it immediately—how insane it was, and how easy it would be to make it sound like destiny if the branding were right.

“A high-end finishing school for rich women with dysmorphia?” I said.

“Too cruel.”

“Too true.”

“Not rich women,” he said. “Aspiring women. Newly rich women. Divorced women. Women with ambition. Women changing cities, husbands, careers, faces. Women who need to become the next version fast.”

I stared past him at our reflection in the dark window. The train throwing our faces in and out of view as it tunneled back under the river.

“And what do we call it?” I asked.

His grin flashed. “Creating the Lady.”

I laughed then, because it was absurd and theatrical and perfectly Billy.

But even laughing, I knew it was good.

God, it was good.

“Too on the nose,” I said.

“Exactly on the nose. Luxury likes explicit hierarchy as long as you powder it first.”

I looked down at my hands. “You’re serious.”

He sat back. “So are you.”

Neither of us spoke for a moment.

The train roared through the dark like we were being carried inside the throat of the city itself, spat from one life into another.

When we came up again in Brooklyn, the air felt less curated. Wetter. Colder. More honest. A deli was still open on the corner when we got off, all fluorescent light and soda coolers and stale candy. Somebody was unloading flowers from a van for a bodega that sold peonies to women who pretended they’d forgotten they liked beauty. A cyclist blew a red light. A rat the size of a moral failure vanished under a trash bag.

Billy turned his face up to the sky as if the borough itself were a challenge. “You can feel it, can’t you?”

“That New York is full of vermin? Yes.”

He bumped my shoulder. “That this is it.”

I should have said no.

Instead I said, “They’re bored.”

“Exactly.”

“The investors. They’re bored with products.”

“Yes.”

“They want a story.”

“Yes.”

“They want to feel like they’re buying access to a category before everyone else understands it.”

Billy’s smile went quiet and sharp. “Yes.”

We were halfway down our block before I stopped walking.

Billy turned.

The streetlight put a wash of sodium gold across his face. He looked different in Brooklyn than he did in Manhattan. Less polished. More dangerous. Like the version of him in Manhattan was a blade in a sheath, and here the metal was out.

“It can’t just be a service business,” I said.

“No.”

“It has to be more than appointments. More than consultations.”

“Yes.”

“It has to be a world.”

His eyes held mine. “Now you’re speaking my language.”

We took the stairs to our apartment two at a time like children racing toward a secret.

Inside, the place was the same shabby miracle it had been two hours earlier, but now it vibrated. The candle scent. The ring light. The garment bags. The legal pads. The cracked mirror. Everything looked suddenly less like evidence of failure and more like parts waiting for an engine.

Billy kicked off his shoes, stripped out of his jacket, and cleared the dining table with one sweeping motion that sent unopened mail, magazines, and my nicotine gum skidding into a pile.

“Okay,” he said. “Talk.”

That was our real intimacy, more than touch, more than all the casual physical shorthand we used without naming it. This. The way we could seize an idea between us and strip it to muscle before either of us got cold.

I grabbed a marker. Billy pulled the whiteboard from behind the sofa. It still had faded remnants from a previous concept on it: MEMBERSHIP TIERS / COMMUNITY / RETENTION. Dead on arrival. He flipped it over.

At the top, in block capitals, I wrote:

CREATING THE LADY

Billy hissed in appreciation. “Sexy.”

“Disgusting.”

“Sexy and disgusting. Best category.”

We started there.

Not product. Promise.

Who was the client? Not just demographics. Psychology. What did she want to feel? Seen. Upgraded. Controlled. Envied. Corrected. Protected from the humiliation of ordinary effort.

What did she buy? A face, technically. A body plan. Styling. Cosmetic guidance. Procedure pathways. Social strategy. Voice, presence, polish. But underneath, she bought acceleration.

Billy paced while I wrote.

“No pink nonsense,” he said. “No juvenile empowerment slogans. This is old-world, high-gloss, almost aristocratic. Not girlhood. Ladyhood.”

“You are aware that this sounds like repression in cashmere.”

He snapped his fingers. “Exactly. That’s the part they trust.”

We built it quickly, because good lies are usually hidden inside true observations. A luxury beauty venture that didn’t treat femininity as frivolity but as discipline, elegance, social fluency, power. Not a cheap makeover fantasy. Something colder. Smarter. More total.

Billy began listing possible service verticals on the board.

Aesthetic consultation. Injectables roadmap. Facial balancing. Skin protocols. Hair strategy. Body contour planning. Wardrobe architecture. Etiquette coaching. Social presentation. High-touch concierge.

“Body contour planning?” I said.

He shrugged. “If you’re going to sell transformation, you can’t stop at cheekbones.”

I stared at the phrase and felt that same odd, internal shift from earlier.

Billy saw it again. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“Liar.”

I capped the marker harder than necessary. “I’m thinking about feasibility.”

“No, you’re not. You’re thinking about the emotional choke point.”

That annoyed me because it was accurate.

“The emotional choke point,” I said flatly, “is that women will absolutely buy this if we make them feel like it’s discreet enough to pretend they’re not buying it.”

Billy pointed at me. “There she is.”

I ignored that. “The branding has to be severe. Expensive. European without becoming parody.”

He snapped his fingers again. “Exactly.”

“And it has to be personal. Not scalable in an ugly way. Investors will love the idea of intimate luxury if they think it expands into product later.”

“Now kiss me.”

“No.”

He grinned and dropped into the chair opposite me. “Okay. So. We have concept. We have psychology. We have growth fantasy. What we don’t have is the thing Manhattan always asks for before money.”

I already knew.

I hated that I already knew.

“Proof,” I said.

“No.” He leaned in. “Myth.”

The apartment seemed to go quieter. Even the radiator hiss felt farther away.

Billy rested his forearms on the table. “Nobody invests in a beauty company because a deck says margins. They invest because the founder becomes the prophecy. The face. The story. The embodied thesis.”

I looked at the whiteboard. At the words body contour planning. At ladyhood. At the black dress still hanging in its plastic behind him.

“We can hire a model,” I said.

“With what money?”

“An actress.”

“To do what? Smile and vanish? No. The founder has to be the fantasy.”

“We can invent a founder.”

“We are the founders.”

I held his gaze. “No.”

Billy’s expression didn’t change. That was always a bad sign. The louder he got, the less serious he usually was. Quiet Billy meant the bolt was already sliding into place.

“Listen to me,” he said. “Imagine the room tonight. Did you see how they looked at pedigree? At elegance? At any woman who seemed mysterious enough to justify projection? They don’t want one more hustling American founder in a blazer talking about disruption. They want a vision. A woman who makes the whole thing feel inevitable.”

“We can’t just produce one.”

He smiled slowly.

And there it was.

Cold moved down my back.

“No,” I said again.

“We absolutely can.”

“Billy.”

“You said it yourself. European. Severe. Expensive. A woman with old-world mystique and impossible polish at the center of an American beauty reinvention company. It’s perfect.”

“I hate you.”

“You love me.”

“That is not the same as liking you.”

He laughed. “Wyatt. Come on. This is obvious.”

“Obvious to a criminal.”

“Entrepreneur.”

I stood and went to the window because sometimes distance was the only way to survive Billy at full voltage. Outside, the block had quieted. A woman in a puffer coat hurried past with tulips under one arm. The bodega light across the street made the rain shine. In the glass, I could see our apartment reflected back over the dark outside: the whiteboard, the garment rack, Billy leaning forward, the narrow black dress.

“It would have to be airtight,” I said finally.

Behind me, Billy went still with triumph. “Yes.”

“A real biography.”

“Yes.”

“Accent control.”

“Minimal. Better to be vague and educated than fake-specific.”

“Education history.”

“Swiss boarding school. Or no, too cliché.”

“Luxembourg.”

He inhaled. “Yes.”

I turned to face him. “Luxembourg?”

“Tiny. Wealth-adjacent. Most Americans know nothing about it. That gives us room.”

He was already building her. I could see it happening, brick by brick, in his eyes.

I should have stopped it then.

Instead, I heard myself say, “She can’t be flashy. She has to make other women feel slightly underdressed in their own lives.”

Billy stood up. “Yes.”

“She should look private.”

“Yes.”

“Not socialite. Not influencer. Almost hidden.”

“Yes.”

He was smiling now like a man being fed oxygen.

“Fine,” I snapped. “But who exactly is this phantom woman supposed to be?”

Billy’s answer came too fast.

“We decide that after we decide who has to become her.”

Silence.

The apartment gave a small metallic tick as the heat shifted in the pipes.

I laughed. A real laugh this time, startled and disbelieving. “Absolutely not.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’ve lost your mind.”

“I’ve found our market fit.”

“Billy, even for you, this is—”

“What? Too much? Since when has too much been our problem?”

“Since always.”

He spread his hands. “Look at us. We can build the deck. We can build the brand. We can build the room. But the room has to see it. Not in mood boards. In flesh.”

“You are speaking like a cult leader.”

“Thank you.”

“I did not mean that as praise.”

He moved toward the garment rack again, toward the black dress in plastic. Not touching it. Just letting it occupy the air between us.

“One of us becomes the face,” he said. “The other becomes the operator. Power couple. Beauty empire. Luxury transformation sold by the people who embody it.”

“That is insane.”

“That is Manhattan.”

I wanted to say he was wrong. But the problem with Billy was that he was most persuasive when saying something immoral about systems I already distrusted. He didn’t invent the ugliness. He weaponized his clarity about it.

I crossed my arms. “Why one of us?”

“Because nobody sells a fantasy like someone who has skin in it.”

“Because we can’t afford anyone else,” I corrected.

“That too.”

I looked at the dress. Then at him. Then away.

Billy watched all of it.

Again, he didn’t mention the tiny things he stored away about me. The clip-on earrings on my bed. The fact that I always noticed tailoring on women first. The way my eyes sometimes lingered on lipstick displays in pharmacies with the curious ache of someone staring through glass at an alternate weather. Billy noticed. Billy noticed everything. He just almost never forced it. He cultivated silence around certain facts the way gardeners cultivate shade.

“Not it,” I said.

He barked a laugh. “Coward.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

“No.”

“Why? You think I wouldn’t do it?”

I looked at him fully. Billy in his shirtsleeves, beautiful and reckless and already halfway in love with the plan. He could probably do it, if he had to. Enough charm, enough bone structure, enough nerve. But even asking the question made something in me react too quickly.

“No,” I said, and then, because honesty slipped out before I could pin it down, “you’d overperform.”

His eyes flashed. Not offended. Delighted.

“Oh,” he said softly. “So you have been thinking about it.”

I wanted to vanish.

Instead I rolled my eyes and reached for my cigarettes from the drawer by the sink. I had promised myself I’d stop smoking inside, but some conversations revoked domestic law.

Billy took one from the pack when I shook it toward him. I lit his first, then mine. We stood in the kitchen under the stove hood that didn’t really work and let the smoke curl up into our bad decisions.

He blew a stream toward the ceiling. “Okay. Let’s be scientific.”

“There is nothing scientific about what’s happening.”

“We remove emotion from the process.”

“There is no process.”

“There will be.”

I took a drag. “No.”

He ignored me. “We are two cofounders. One role requires visible femininity, social magnetism, visual transformation, and mythic presence. The other role requires male polish, operational authority, and strategic devotion.”

“That sentence should get you shot.”

“But it’s true.”

He leaned back against the counter and studied me through the smoke.

“We don’t choose emotionally,” he said. “We choose objectively.”

“No.”

“We choose randomly.”

I stared at him.

Billy lifted his brows.

“No,” I said, even as I felt the shape of the trap before he sprung it. “Billy.”

“Rock, paper, scissors.”

I laughed again, sharper. “You cannot be serious.”

“Why not? Pure chance. Democratic. Elegant.”

“Psychotic.”

He flicked ash into a chipped ramekin we used as an ashtray because life with Billy was always one degree off proper. “Afraid?”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“I’m afraid of being stuck in this apartment with you while you cosplay a venture-backed duchess, yes.”

He smiled with all his teeth. “Then win.”

I should have walked away.

I should have gone to my room, shut the door, and let the whole thing die with the cigarettes.

Instead I stayed.

Because the room had changed. Because I was hungry. Because the black dress on the rack looked different under kitchen light than it had an hour earlier. Because the thought of building a woman and watching Manhattan kneel to her seemed grotesque and irresistible in equal measure. Because Billy was looking at me like he had already placed a bet on the universe and was waiting to see if it loved him enough to be theatrical.

And because some small, buried thing inside me had gone awake when he said the role required visible femininity, social magnetism, visual transformation, and mythic presence.

That was the part I did not name, even to myself.

Billy set his cigarette down.

“Best two out of three?” he asked.

“You’re really doing this.”

“We’re really doing this.”

I crushed out my cigarette and faced him across the narrow width of the kitchen. The refrigerator hummed. Rain tapped softly against the window. Our whiteboard loomed in the next room with CREATING THE LADY written across it like a curse.

Billy held out his fist.

“On shoot,” he said.

“This is idiotic.”

“Probably.”

“If I lose, this conversation dies tomorrow.”

He tilted his head. “No.”

“Billy.”

“No,” he said again, gentler now. “If you lose, we look at what losing means.”

Something in the way he said it made my mouth go dry.

I told myself it was because he was manipulative.

I put out my fist.

We counted.

“Rock, paper, scissors, shoot.”

Paper.

Scissors.

He cut me.

Billy’s eyes widened in delighted shock. “Oh my God.”

“Best two out of three.”

“Yes, obviously.”

We reset.

This time I was so aware of my own hand that it felt detached from me, like something waiting to betray its owner.

“Rock, paper, scissors, shoot.”

Rock.

Paper.

He covered me.

For one absurd second, neither of us moved.

Billy looked down at our hands as if they belonged to strangers who had just signed a contract in blood.

Then he looked up.

The apartment was silent enough that I could hear my own pulse.

“No,” I said.

His face had gone frighteningly still, all the laughter drained out, not because he was mocking me but because he had shifted from game to vision so fast it gave me chills.

“You lost,” he said softly.

I snatched my hand back. “We were joking.”

“Were we?”

“Yes.”

He didn’t answer.

I stepped away from him and nearly backed into the table. “Billy.”

He moved once, slowly, toward the garment rack.

The dress whispered in its plastic when he touched it.

I could not breathe correctly for a moment.

He didn’t take it off the rack. He only let his hand rest there and looked at me with an expression I could not then read and later would understand as the first moment he truly saw her.

Not the heiress. Not the con.

Her.

“There you are,” he said, almost under his breath.

Cold went through me so cleanly it felt like light.

I laughed, because fear and laughter are cousins. “You are out of your goddamn mind.”

“Probably.”

He was still holding the dress.

Still looking at me.

Not teasing now. Not quite.

The kitchen suddenly felt too small, the whole apartment too near. Every object—mirror, earrings, candle, silk blouse, whiteboard—seemed to have entered a conspiracy against me.

“I’m going to bed,” I said.

Billy didn’t block me. He never did when he knew the line had already been crossed somewhere more permanent than a doorway.

“Good,” he said quietly. “Tomorrow we name her.”

I hated the heat that moved through me at that.

I hated that I stopped in the hallway.

I hated that I turned just enough to look back.

Billy stood beneath the weak kitchen light with one hand on the black dress and ambition bright in his face like a private fire. Behind him, in thick marker, the board read CREATING THE LADY.

Between the words and the dress and the look in his eyes, the whole apartment had become a before.

I slept badly. Or not at all. I lay in my narrow bed listening to the radiator hiss and the distant growl of trucks and Billy moving once in the kitchen around two in the morning. I imagined him making tea or writing notes or standing in front of the whiteboard building a life for someone who did not yet exist.

Every time I closed my eyes, I saw my own hand losing.

Paper. Scissors. Rock. Paper.

Chance was supposed to feel random. This didn’t. It felt staged by something with a cruel sense of humor and exquisite taste.

Toward dawn I got up, padded barefoot to the bathroom, and flicked on the light. The mirror over the sink was too small and too honest. It showed me a tired face, mouth parted, hair flattened on one side from bad sleep. Nothing remarkable. Nothing dramatic. Just Wyatt Mintzberg from New Jersey, in a Brooklyn apartment with a nicotine problem and a talent for making lies sound like assets.

And yet.

I stood there longer than necessary, staring at my face the way one studies a sketch before deciding whether it can become a painting.


Chapter 2
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BILLY KNOCKED on my bedroom door at eight-thirteen the next morning and said, through the wood, “Wake up, Lady Winona.” I lay there with one arm over my eyes and considered faking my death.

The apartment was gray with early light, the kind Brooklyn got before the sun committed. Everything looked softened and grim at once. My mouth tasted like bad sleep and cigarettes. My phone on the nightstand showed three hours and forty-one minutes of sleep, which explained why my bones felt dipped in cold syrup.

Billy knocked again.

“Lady Winona,” he repeated, silkier this time. “You can’t ignore your own destiny.”

“Go to hell,” I said.

“I’m making coffee.”

“That’s not an apology.”

“It’s stronger than one.”

I dragged myself upright and instantly regretted it. My body felt leaden. My brain felt like it had been spending the night being chased. On the chair by my bed, the black blazer from yesterday hung where I’d dropped it. The clip-on earrings still sat on the duvet where I’d left them, catching the weak morning light like tiny little accomplices.

I stared at them for one second too long.

Then I got up, shoved them into my bedside drawer, and opened the door.

Billy had already dressed. Not fully, but enough to be irritating about it. Soft gray T-shirt, black trousers, bare feet, hair slightly damp from a shower, coffee mug in hand. He looked fresh in the deeply offensive way some people looked fresh after not enough sleep.

He took one glance at my face and smiled.

“Oh, good,” he said. “You look haunted. That’ll help.”

“I hate you.”

“No, you don’t.”

He handed me the mug.

The coffee was, annoyingly, perfect.

That was another Billy trait nobody would have guessed from the cigarettes and the theft and the moral instability. He was excellent at care in very precise, unshowy ways. Good coffee. Clean towels. Tylenol placed by your elbow before you asked. Steam hung in the bathroom if you liked a warm room after a shower. Care from Billy was real. It was just never innocent.

I stood in the kitchen in my old college sweatshirt and sleep shorts, drinking coffee and trying not to look at the whiteboard in the living room.

Billy watched me do exactly that.

“Coward,” he said mildly.

“I’m tired.”

“You’re scared.”

“I’m having an appropriate adult response to insanity.”

He leaned against the counter. “Good. Fear sharpens.”

I took another sip. “This is still stupid.”

“This is still happening.”

I looked at him over the rim of the mug. “You sound very certain for someone whose business model began in a borrowed room and a stolen candle.”

“Most good things do.”

“No. Most terrible things do.”

He pushed off the counter and crossed into the living room, where the whiteboard still stood with CREATING THE LADY written across it in thick black marker like a commandment. Underneath, in his tidier hand, he had already added headings.

ORIGIN
VISUAL CODE
SPEECH
EDUCATION
MONEY
MYSTIQUE

I shut my eyes for half a second.

“When did you sleep?” I asked.

“I slept great.”

“You are a sociopath.”

He accepted that as flattery. “Come here.”

I stayed where I was.

Billy turned, coffee mug in one hand, marker in the other. “Wyatt.”

Something in his tone made me obey.

I went over and stood beside him in the narrow space between the couch and the board. The apartment smelled like coffee and white tea candle and the rain left over from last night. I was aware of how domestic the scene was in a way that made me want to throw something. Two roommates in Brooklyn in the morning, building a woman before breakfast.

Billy tapped the first heading.

“Origin,” he said. “We start with nationality.”

“Luxembourg,” I muttered.

His mouth curved. “Good girl.”

I shot him a look.

He looked delighted by it.

“Not because it’s glamorous,” he said. “Because it’s useful. Small country. Wealth-adjacent in the American imagination. Vaguely European. Nobody knows enough to challenge specifics in conversation unless they’re trying to humiliate you, and if someone is trying to humiliate you, that’s a different problem.”

I stared at the board.

“Old money?” I asked.

“Not flashy old money. Not tabloid old money. Private family holdings. Cross-border, boring on paper, impossible in practice.”

I hated that I was already helping.

Billy wrote while he spoke.

LUXEMBOURG
MOTHER: DUTCH
FATHER: BELGIAN-LUX FINANCE / HOLDINGS
BOARDING SCHOOL? MAYBE
NO SOCIAL MEDIA HISTORY

“You can’t have no social media history,” I said. “People will notice.”

“Of course not literally none. Sparse. Controlled. Old tagged charity photos. Two editorial-quality images from years apart. Maybe one horse, but not enough to be satire.”

“You are filth. Besides, old money people don’t engage in peasantries like social media,” I countered.

“Peasantry? You’re starting to really sound like Lady Winona.”

“Yes,” he said pleasantly. “Now name.”

I crossed my arms.

Billy uncapped another marker and handed it to me.

“Do it.”

“You already gave me a name.”

“Wyatt, I want it to come from you.”

“I hate this.”

“Your hatred has always had excellent instincts.”

He pressed the marker into my hand. Our fingers touched. Briefly. Nothing dramatic. Yet I felt the contact anyway, bright and immediate, because Billy never did anything without exact pressure.

I looked at the board.

Then I heard myself say, “It needs softness. But not sweetness.”

Billy went still.

I kept looking at the board.

“Not a hard old-money name,” I said, thinking aloud despite myself. “Not something that sounds like a countess in a bad perfume ad. Something pretty enough to invite projection, but still expensive. Familiar but slightly displaced.”

Billy’s voice went lower. “Go on.”

“Winona,” I said.

“Seriously? I made that up as a joke,” he said.

“Let’s stick with it.”

Silence.

Then Billy exhaled like I’d just taken off a glove with my teeth.

“Jesus Christ,” he murmured. “Of course it’s Winona.”

I hated the thrill that went through me.

He stepped closer to the board. “Last name.”

“de Lannoy,” he said before I could suggest something out of my ass.

That got my full attention.

“Spell it.”

He wrote it down.

LADY WINONA DE LANNOY

“I did a little Google search of Luxembourgish aristocratic surnames,” he explained.

The marker squeaked faintly on the board. His handwriting looked unreal beside the title. For a second the whole apartment seemed to pull tighter around us.

Billy read it once. Then again.

“Holy shit,” he said softly.

“It sounds fake.”

“It sounds perfect.”

I put the marker down harder than necessary. “It sounds like a woman who would look at our apartment and call the city.”

Billy laughed.

Then, to my irritation, he became serious again almost instantly. “No. Listen. This is important.” He tapped the name. “From now on, that is who you are in rehearsal.”

“I am not rehearsing.”

“Yes, you are.”

“No.”

“Yes.” He faced me fully now, close enough that I could smell coffee on his breath. “And if we’re doing this, we do it correctly. No real names. Not once. Not even here.”

I blinked. “That’s excessive.”

“That’s discipline.”

“We’re in Brooklyn.”

He shrugged. “And con men get lazy in private first. Then dead in public.”

I stared at him.

Billy held my gaze without flinching. “You think I’m joking because you want permission to keep this half-real. I am not giving you that.”

There it was. That tone. Not playful. Not charming. Clean, cold, professional in a way he rarely bothered to be unless he wanted something airtight.

“If you call me Billy while we’re building Abraham Sinclair, you fracture the role. If I call you Wyatt while I’m looking at Winona, you fracture the role. We practice until your body answers faster than your fear.”

Something in my stomach turned over.

It wasn’t just the words. It was the phrase while I’m looking at Winona.

I wanted to make a joke, but my throat had gone strangely dry.

“You’re insane,” I said.

“Probably. But I’m right.”

He turned back to the board and wrote beneath the name:

SHE SPEAKS LITTLE
SHE DOES NOT EXPLAIN
SHE IS NEVER EAGER
SHE MAKES OTHERS FILL THE SILENCE

I couldn’t help it. I laughed once, faintly. “That one’s for me, isn’t it?”

“It’s for passability.”

The word hit me harder than it should have.

Billy capped the marker and looked at me over his shoulder. “You want people to believe what they see? Then passability matters.”

I didn’t say anything.

He let the silence sit. On purpose. Billy always knew when silence could be used as architecture.

Then he said, more gently, “Not perfection. Not camp. Not obvious effort. Passable enough that people don’t pause. They just continue.”

Continue. Accept. Fold it in.

The idea moved through me with a quiet, private force I resented immediately.

Billy tapped his own chest. “Abraham Sinclair. Easy. American enough. Expensive enough. Founder-safe. I can live inside that by lunch.”

“You make that sound normal.”

“For me, it is.”

“Of course it is.”

He smiled. “For you, we have more work.”

That stung.

He knew it stung. He let it.

“Explain,” I said coldly.

Billy’s eyes moved over me in a way that was not exactly sexual but was intimate enough to make me aware of every inch of myself. Hair flattened from sleep. Bare legs. Oversized sweatshirt. Mouth unguarded from exhaustion. I felt catalogued.

“You have the face for it,” he said. “That’s the problem.”

I went still.

“The bones are cooperative,” he continued matter-of-factly, as if he were discussing architecture. “Too cooperative, actually. You can’t afford sloppiness because if you get it mostly right, people will look harder for what’s wrong instead of deciding quickly. You need cohesion. Hairline, brows, skin, lips, posture, hands, the way you sit, the way you hold your neck, what you do with your mouth when you’re thinking. Voice especially.”

“Please stop saying mouth like that.”

He ignored me. “The point isn’t to look like a man done up. The point is to stop the question before it forms.”

I should have been offended. I was offended. But under the offense was something hot and electric and humiliatingly alert.

Maybe because he said you have the face for it as if he had known for a while.

Maybe because part of me had wondered too, in smaller crueller private ways I never let myself linger on.

Billy took a fresh legal pad from the table and started writing.

“Rule one,” he said. “Less talking.”

“I talk a normal amount.”

“You talk when you’re nervous.”

“So do you.”

“Yes, but I do it charmingly.” He held up a hand when I started to speak. “See? There. That defensive little jump-in. Gone.”

I shut my mouth on instinct.

Billy nodded once. “Good.”

I hated how good that nod felt.

He wrote:

LESS TALK = LESS MISTAKES
SHORT ANSWERS
MAKE THEM ASK AGAIN
ACCENT LIGHT / EDUCATION HEAVY
NEVER OVER-EXPLAIN

Then he looked up. “Walk.”

I stared at him. “What?”

“Walk.”

“This is breakfast?”

“This is survival.”

I put my mug down with enough force to make coffee slosh over the rim. “I have not agreed to any of this.”

Billy leaned back against the table, arms folded. “You don’t have to agree yet. But we’re evaluating feasibility.”

“That is the most manipulative sentence I’ve ever heard.”

“Thank you. Walk.”

I was too tired to perform rage properly, so I crossed the living room in my bare feet and turned at the window.

Billy watched with ruthless calm.

“Again,” he said.

I did it again.

He winced.

My face went hot. “Excuse me?”

“Too direct. Too much shoulder. You lead with intent like you’re heading into a negotiation.”

“Maybe because I usually am.”

“Yes. And she isn’t.”

“She?”

“Winona.”

Hearing the name in his mouth like it belonged there made my skin prickle.

I walked again.

Billy came toward me this time. He moved behind me, not touching at first, just watching.

“Slow down,” he said. “No, not languid. Just less purpose. Men move like they’re apologizing for taking up space or conquering it. You don’t need either.”

He reached out and touched the back of my elbow.

Tiny contact. Huge effect.

“Let this be softer,” he murmured.

His other hand hovered near my waist, then settled lightly for one second, adjusting angle.

“Not sway,” he said. “You’re not doing drag. Balance.”

I swallowed.

He stepped back. “Again.”

I walked.

“Better.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not. The problem is you keep trying to do a woman. Stop.”

I turned to him. “That sentence means nothing.”

“It means when people imitate femininity, they decorate the obvious parts and miss the defaults. Passability lives in defaults. What your face does at rest. How your wrists exist. How you take up silence. How you look at a room before it looks at you.”

I folded my arms.

Billy pointed. “That. Don’t do that.”

“What’s wrong with this?”

“It closes the chest, hardens the line, reads defensive. You do it every time you feel seen.”

I dropped my arms.

He gave me another one of those brief approving looks that landed too deep.

“Good.”

It was absurd, the whole morning. Me, sleep-ugly and half-feral in a sweatshirt, being coached in body language by my roommate in our tiny Brooklyn living room like we were rehearsing for a coup.

And yet.

The longer it went on, the more the embarrassment began to split into two separate things. One part was normal mortification. The other was a stranger kind of attention, almost hunger. Not even because I wanted him to keep looking, though maybe I did. More because every correction seemed to touch some quiet inner mechanism I had spent years pretending not to own.

He made me sit.

“Not like that,” he said immediately.

“I sat.”

“You collapsed. Again.”

By ten-thirty he had corrected my knees, my ankles, the way I held a mug, the way I pushed hair out of my face, the difference between turning my head and turning my whole upper body, the fact that I nodded too quickly when I wanted people to like me, and the way my voice dropped when I was trying to sound authoritative.

The voice part nearly started a fight.

“I do not sound masculine,” I snapped.

Billy leaned against the kitchen archway. “No. You sound sharp. Educated. Slightly East Coast defensive. But when you push, you go flatter. Heavier. We don’t want heavier.”

“We?”

“We.”

I glared at him.

He was calm. “I’m not asking for caricature. I’m asking for control. A little lighter. Less declarative. Less proving.”

I opened my mouth.

He lifted one finger.

I stopped.

“Feel that?” he asked. “The pause before you answer? Keep it. It reads as breeding.”

I laughed, because otherwise I would have screamed. “Breeding?”

“Social breeding. Calm down.”

“I hate this.”

“I know,” he said. “Do it again.”

By noon, we had built half a biography and a preliminary visual code.

Winona de Lannoy had attended school in Switzerland for three years but hated talking about it because it sounded vulgar when Americans made too much of it. She spoke French well but didn’t flaunt it. Her father handled holdings nobody quite understood and her mother came from a Dutch family with old art and no appetite for publicity. She had spent long stretches out of public view because privacy was a value in her family, which was convenient because it also explained why nobody knew where she’d been. She had no obvious job because women like Winona were not supposed to need one, but she had taken an interest in beauty and “identity work” after years around discreet aesthetic medicine in Europe.

“Too much?” I asked.

Billy shook his head. “Not if you say almost none of it unless asked.”

That was the whole thing, really. Winona wasn’t going to be sold through detail. She was going to be sold through refusal. A woman people could project pedigree onto because she offered them empty, expensive surfaces to do it on.

At one point he made me practice answering questions while he paced the apartment with a legal pad and played investor.

“Where are you from, Lady Winona?”

“Luxembourg.”

“Where in Luxembourg?”

A beat. “Near the city.”

He pointed the pen at me. “Good. Again. Less apologetic.”

“I wasn’t apologetic.”

“You were helpful.”

“I am a normal human being.”

“Tragic,” he said. “Again.”

By one in the afternoon, I wanted either lunch or murder.

Billy, meanwhile, had become fully Abraham.

That shift happened so quickly it was almost unnerving. Once he put on a white shirt and a dark sweater and slicked his hair back with less product than usual, Billy receded and Abraham emerged—cleaner, cooler, less feral. Same eyes. Different economy. Abraham smiled less. Sat straighter. Spoke as if the room had already been briefed on his competence.

And he would not stop calling me Winona.

“Winona, pass me the folder.”

“Winona, slower.”

“No, Winona, your chin, not your whole head.”

At first I ignored it. Then I snapped at him. Then, somewhere after the twentieth correction, I answered without noticing.

That was when Billy—Abraham, I corrected privately, because apparently I had joined the cult—went very quiet.

“What?” I said.

He shook his head once, small and satisfied. “Nothing.”

I knew that look. It meant I had crossed some threshold he’d been waiting for.

Around two, we ordered overpriced salads neither of us really wanted because Abraham said founders didn’t eat greasy takeout on important workdays.

“You are insufferable,” I said.

He handed me my fork. “And yet.”

We ate at the table between the whiteboard and the garment rack. Outside, the sky had lifted into a flat pale silver that made the apartment look temporarily cleaner than it was. A truck idled below the window. Somewhere downstairs somebody practiced scales badly on a violin.

I picked at arugula and tried not to think about the black dress still hanging in plastic three feet away.

Abraham noticed me glancing.

“Not that,” he said.

I looked back at him. “What?”

“The dress.”

“I wasn’t looking at it.”

“Yes, you were.”

I stabbed a cherry tomato. “So?”

“So it’s wrong.”

Something in me bristled. “Wrong how?”

“Too obvious,” he said. “Too nightclub. Too borrowed. Winona doesn’t arrive in effort. She arrives in inevitability.”

I stared at him.

He dabbed the corner of his mouth with a napkin, as if discussing balance sheets. “Also the line is too crude for your shoulders.”

Heat touched the back of my neck.

“My shoulders.”

“Yes.”

He said it like he’d been looking at them all day.

Maybe he had.

I looked down at my salad.

That was the worst part of Abraham, I realized. Billy flirted. Billy played. Billy made everything feel like electricity and bad judgment. Abraham did not flirt. Abraham assessed. Abraham spoke in a tone so matter-of-fact it made every observation feel both more intimate and more dangerous.

After lunch he said we were going out.

“No,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because Brooklyn is useful for rehearsal, but SoHo is useful for calibration.”

“I hate every sentence you say lately.”

“I know.”

He gave me forty minutes to shower.

I used twenty standing under water too hot to be decent, trying to scrub away the feeling that the apartment had already started rearranging itself around someone new. When I got out, I stood in a towel in front of my mirror and looked at my face too long again.

I hated that Billy had said I had the face for it.

I hated that some part of me had gone stupidly bright with pleasure when he did.

I hated, most of all, that when I pushed my wet hair back and looked with harder eyes, I could see what he meant. The bones. The mouth. The small ambiguities I had spent years treating like mistakes instead of possibilities.

I got dressed in what Abraham had left folded on the bed for me.

Cream knit top. Dark jeans cut narrower than I’d choose. Long wool coat. Simple gold hoops—not real, obviously, but convincing. Boots with a neat heel. Nothing loud. Nothing costume-like. Just a woman expensive enough to not advertise.

I opened my door and found him waiting in the hall.

He looked me over once.

His face changed very slightly.

Not shock. Not teasing. Approval, but touched with something that made my pulse stutter.

“There,” he said quietly.

I rolled my eyes because that was safer than asking what exactly he was seeing.

He drove us into Manhattan with more silence than usual, which made sense because he’d decided we were in-role now. In the car service—splurge, according to him, but “necessary texture”—I made the mistake of asking where we were going.

Abraham glanced at me. “Winona wouldn’t ask that from the back seat.”

“Oh my God.”

He smiled faintly. “Look out the window. Learn your city.”

My city.

The phrase landed strangely.

We crossed into Manhattan and the whole visual field tightened: glass, stone, polished entrances, pedestrians dressed like they had quarterly goals for their bones. SoHo in the afternoon looked like money cosplaying nonchalance. Clean storefronts. quiet logos. women carrying handbags that cost more than our rent as if it were an accidental condition of adulthood.

We stopped outside a narrow building with a showroom above street level.

“Vivian,” Abraham said.

“Is she real?”

He gave me a look. “Try not to be provincial.”

“I’m from New Jersey, not Narnia.”

He almost smiled.

Vivian Roche received us in a room that smelled faintly of pressed cotton, iris perfume, and human judgment.

She was in her late thirties, maybe, with dark hair pinned in a way that looked careless until you understood how much discipline it took to achieve. Cream blouse, black trousers, measuring tape around her neck, no nonsense anywhere. She kissed Abraham once on each cheek without touching him and then turned to me.

“This is her?” she asked.

Abraham said, “This is Winona.”

The pause before Vivian answered was surgical.

Then: “Of course she is.”

That did something to me I absolutely refused to examine.

Vivian circled me once, not cruelly but with frightening efficiency.

“Lift your chin,” she said.

I did.

“No, not defensively. As if the room is warmer above eye level.”

I blinked.

Abraham said, “She’s teachable.”

Vivian ignored him. Her fingers skimmed the fabric at my shoulder, tugged once at my sleeve, stepped back to assess proportion.

“She has better raw material than you deserved,” she told Abraham.

“Thank you,” he said.

“That wasn’t for you.”

She spent the next hour explaining clothes as if she were discussing statecraft. Nothing fussy. Nothing too young. No noisy trends. Winona’s power would come from line, restraint, and consistency.

She pulled blouses, knit dresses, long skirts, coats, one soft cashmere set in a color she called stone and I called financially irresponsible, and shoes that somehow made me stand differently the second I put them on.

When I emerged from the fitting area in a pale blouse and a dark skirt that skimmed just right, Vivian looked at me for a long moment.

Then she said, “She cannot babble.”

Abraham made a pleased sound. “I’ve been saying that all day.”

“I don’t babble,” I said.

Vivian and Abraham exchanged a glance that made me want to set the building on fire.

Vivian came closer and adjusted the blouse at my collarbone. “You have a problem common to intelligent Americans,” she said. “You think explaining yourself makes you safer.”

“That’s rude.”

“Yes,” she said. “And true.”

Her fingers moved to my jaw lightly, turning my face a fraction toward the light.

“Fortunately,” she said, “the face is cooperative.”

I stared at her.

Abraham looked unbearable.

Vivian stepped away. “Less expression. More decision. Winona does not request permission to be believed.”

By the fourth look, something had shifted.

Not externally. I was still me. Same body. Same brain. Same unsteady moral conditions. But with each correction—hemline, sleeve length, where the coat should close, which earring weight changed the line of my neck—I felt some internal static lowering. Like the noise around an image getting edited out one bad choice at a time.

And then, because the universe hates me, I caught sight of myself properly in one of Vivian’s long mirrors.

Not dressed up. Not in costume.

Just arranged.

Hair smoother, tucked low behind one ear. Brows brushed. Blouse soft against my chest. Skirt clean along the hip. Coat open. Gold at the ear. Mouth a little fuller-looking because Abraham had made me put on a neutral gloss in the car and I’d wanted to die.

Cute, I thought before I could stop myself.

Not beautiful. Not perfect. Not finished.

But cute.

The word arrived so fast and so privately that my face went hot.

I looked away instantly.

Vivian noticed, because of course she did.

“So,” she said dryly, “there she is.”

I wanted to throw myself off the fire escape.

Abraham, who had missed nothing, said very softly, “Don’t panic.”

“I’m not panicking.”

“Then stop gripping the hanger like it insulted your family.”

I dropped the hanger.

Vivian sighed. “Good. We may yet save her.”

“Sit,” she said, pointing me toward the chair in front of the long mirror.

It wasn’t a salon chair, exactly. Too expensive-looking for that. Cream leather, low-backed, discreetly severe, like it belonged in a private fitting room where women paid extra not to be seen becoming someone else. The SoHo studio around us was all polished restraint—racks of neutrals, soft lighting, brushed brass, pale wood, an atmosphere of controlled money. But the station laid out behind the chair looked less elegant. More procedural. Sectioning clips, combs, a heat tool, packets of hair, bond remover, tiny keratin-tipped strands laid out in rows like ammunition.

Abraham stayed by the window at first, one hand in his pocket, saying almost nothing. He had been quiet since we walked in, which usually meant he was pleased. Billy performed. Abraham assessed.

I was beginning to understand the difference, and I did not like what that said about me.

Vivian picked up one packet of hair and held it next to my head, studying color, undertone, fall.

“This will do,” she said.

“Do for what?” I asked.

She glanced at me in the mirror. “For making your life less visually unfortunate.”

Abraham’s mouth twitched.

I looked between them. “You both are so disgusting.”

Vivian ignored me and dragged a comb through my hair with enough force to make my eyes sting.

“Jesus,” I snapped.

“If that hurt,” she said, “you are in for a religious experience.”

I narrowed my eyes at her reflection. “You could be gentler.”

“Yes,” she said. “And you could be richer. We are both making sacrifices.”

She sectioned my hair with terrifying efficiency, clipping the upper layers away until the nape of my neck was exposed. I watched in the mirror as my own head got divided into neat, strategic parts. There was something unnerving about it, watching yourself turned into a project. A line here, a section there, everything reduced to placement and correction.

Then she reached for the heat tool.

I frowned. “What is that?”

Vivian did not look up. “The reason you’ll stop calling this dress-up.”

She selected a tiny strand of my own hair, then lifted one of the extension pieces. At the end of it was a hardened little keratin tip—clearish, waxy-looking, innocent if you didn’t know better.

I stared.

“These aren’t clip-ins.”

Vivian gave a short laugh. “Clip-ins are for pageants, pornography, and women who still have time to change their minds.”

My stomach dropped.

Abraham pushed off the window and came a little closer, though not close enough to interfere.

“Bonded,” he said.

I looked at him. “Permanent?”

“Semi-permanent,” Vivian corrected. “Try to keep up. Heat-fused keratin bonds. They last, they move properly, and they do not come off because somebody got emotional in a powder room.”

I turned back to the mirror. “No.”

Vivian rested one hand on my shoulder, firm enough to keep me seated. “Yes.”

“I thought this was just styling.”

Abraham answered before she did. “It is styling. Serious styling.”

The first bond went in at the nape.

Vivian held a small section of my hair with practiced fingers, aligned the keratin tip near the root, and brought the heat tool to it. There was a tiny sharp crackle, then a weird hot smell—not exactly burning, not exactly plastic, something in between. My whole body tensed.

“Oh my God—”

“Hold still,” Vivian said.

She rolled the softened bond quickly between her fingers, sealing the extension strand to my own hair close to the scalp. The motion was efficient, brutal, intimate. Heat, pressure, tug.

Pain flashed bright and immediate.

“Fuck,” I hissed.

“There,” Vivian said calmly. “Now we’re doing something real.”

I glared at her through the mirror.

She did not care.

The second bond hurt more because I knew it was coming.

Tiny section. Keratin tip. Heat. The faint, ugly smell. Then her fingers, fast and merciless, pinching and rolling the softened glue into place. She worked with a heavy hand—not sloppy, never sloppy, but with absolutely no interest in preserving my comfort.

My eyes watered.

Abraham, who had now come to stand behind and slightly to the side, watched my face in the mirror with unbearable calm.

“You’re doing fine, Winona.”

I looked up at him. “I hate you.”

“No, you don’t.”

Vivian snorted. “Please. Not while I’m armed.”

She kept going.

By the sixth bond, my scalp had begun to pulse in hot little points. Not agony. Nothing dramatic. Just relentless discomfort building into awareness. Every strand added weight. Every seal made it harder to pretend this was temporary, playful, hypothetical. I could feel the foreign hair becoming mine through force.

Vivian shifted to the side of my head, drawing a precise part. “Do not flinch when I work near the temple.”

“That is not a reassuring sentence.”

“It wasn’t meant to be.”

The heat tool clicked softly in her hand.

I watched the extension go in near my ear, close enough that I felt the warmth before the pain. I inhaled sharply.

“Christ.”

Vivian’s grip tightened in my hair. “Language.”

“Why?”

“Because if you’re going to have old money, at least try not to sound municipal.”

Abraham laughed under his breath.

I wanted them both dead.

Vivian worked in silence for another minute, then said, as casually as if she were discussing shipping costs, “I used to work for the Canadian military.”

I blinked at her reflection. “What?”

She did not pause. Another section. Another keratin tip. Another little press of heat.

“Administrative systems, procurement channels, ceremonial presentation, communications support,” she said. “Not combat, darling. I wasn’t storming beaches. But I was adjacent to enough stupidity to understand institutions.”

Abraham folded his arms. “This is where she gets philosophical.”

Vivian gave him a cold look in the mirror. “This is where I remind you why you owe me.”

She sealed another extension bond and rolled it between her fingers with painful precision.

“The military taught me two useful things,” she said. “First, systems run on discipline, not enthusiasm. Second, presentation is operational. Uniform, posture, grooming, insignia, rank signaling—people call it superficial right up until it decides who gets listened to.”

She selected another extension strand.

“That,” she said, “was more useful to me in fraud than patriotism ever was.”

I looked at her. “So you left the military to become a scam stylist?”

Vivian smiled faintly. “I left the military because they underpaid me. I became a scam stylist because private reinvention has better margins.”

That actually made Abraham grin.

Vivian caught it and pointed the hot tool at him without turning around. “Don’t smile like that, Abraham. You still owe me my one percent.”

I frowned. “One percent of what?”

Vivian’s eyes met mine in the mirror, sharp and amused.

“Everything.”

She put in another bond. Heat. Melt. Roll. Tug. I bit the inside of my cheek.

“Lifetime royalties and dividends,” she said. “Gross participation. Not net, because only idiots trust men like him with net.”

Abraham did not even pretend to argue. “You negotiated aggressively.”

“I negotiated correctly.”

She tilted my chin up with two fingers, holding my face still while she studied the balance around my cheekbones and hairline.

“I take one percent of the company’s life,” she said. “If Creating the Lady makes money, I make money. If there are investor payouts, I make money. If there’s licensing, product expansion, private memberships, consulting retainers, strategic partnerships, I make money. If you two maniacs turn aspiration into a revenue stream, I get paid while brushing my teeth.”

I tried to sound skeptical despite the fact that my scalp felt like it was being stitched into a conspiracy. “One percent doesn’t sound huge.”

Vivian laughed softly.

“Oh, sweetheart. That’s because you still think like somebody who’s paid by the hour.”

She smoothed another strand of added hair down my back and reached for the next one.

“One percent of something pathetic is pathetic,” she said. “One percent of a category people are ashamed to admit they want can buy you security, leverage, a better address, private medical care, discreet legal help, and the kind of financial breathing room that makes your nervous system less ugly.”

That landed.

So did the next bond, which made me wince hard enough that Abraham took one step forward before stopping himself.

Vivian noticed.

Interesting.

She moved behind me again and began working higher up, where each new fusion seemed to pull on the earlier ones, compounding the ache. My scalp now felt tight in a new, relentless way. Not unbearable. Just impossible to ignore. Like I had agreed to let beauty hold me by the roots.

“You’re quiet now,” Vivian said.

“I’m in pain.”

“Good. Pain improves concentration.”

“That is psychotic.”

“So is debt.”

The room went still in a different way after she said that.

Vivian selected another strand, but before sealing it she held it suspended there and looked at me in the mirror with something like boredom and something like warning.

“You think this is a makeover,” she said. “You think this is pretty labor. Hair, clothes, posture, little corrections for a game. That’s because you’ve never had to reinvent yourself in a way that meant the difference between a tolerable life and a life that made you want to throw yourself in the river.”

Abraham did not interrupt. That alone told me this was not performance.

Vivian set down the extension for a second and pushed up the sleeve of her blouse.

On her right elbow, just below the point of the bone, was a pale, ugly scar I had not noticed before. Not large, but rough, old, and uneven, as if it had healed while other priorities were happening.

I stared.

She looked at it once, then at me.

“See this?”

I nodded.

She let the fabric fall back down but did not resume working yet.

“I got that running from loan sharks,” she said.

I blinked. “What?”

Vivian’s mouth barely moved. “Montreal. Years ago. I was stupid, underfunded, sleeping with a man who thought loyalty was a payment plan, and owed money to people who preferred cartilage to paperwork. I went over a chain-link fence in the wrong shoes and landed badly.”

The room had gone so quiet I could hear the soft electric hum of the heat tool on standby.

Abraham looked toward the window, not because he was bored, I realized, but because he was giving her privacy without infantilizing her. That, too, felt practiced.

Vivian reached forward and tilted my face slightly to one side, not gently.

“If you knew how I really got that scar,” she said, her voice cool and close, “you’d realize how lucky you are that you’re only doing dress-up.”

I swallowed.

Her fingers stayed at my jaw another second longer than needed.

Then she released me and picked the extension strand back up.

The next words came while she was working again—heat, seal, roll—like they cost her nothing.

“Makeovers should be taken much more seriously than they are,” she said. “People mock them because they think beauty is vanity and not survival. But I’ve seen a decent haircut change the rate at which a landlord returned calls. I’ve seen better posture save women from being spoken over. I’ve seen the correct wardrobe get somebody offered work they weren’t qualified for on paper. I’ve seen a face softened in the right places buy forgiveness that competence never could.”

Bond. Roll. Tug.

“Presentation,” she went on, “is not morality. It is access.”

I sat very still.

My scalp hurt. My throat felt strange. Something lower and more private in me had begun listening with a concentration I resented.

Vivian’s tone sharpened.

“And sometimes,” she said, “a makeover gives you a life so much better than the real one that the real one starts to look like something you survived by mistake.”

That sentence entered me like a splinter.

For a second I could not look away from my own face in the mirror.

Not because I understood everything she meant. Not because I suddenly believed in glamour as salvation. But because the possibility of stepping into a version of life that fit better than the current one was not abstract to me. It never had been, not really. I had just refused to say so in language that might wake it up.

Vivian finished one side and moved to the other.

The added hair was heavier now, warmer from the work, already mixing with my own. When she drew sections down over the bonds and brushed through, the effect was immediate. Softer. Fuller. The line of my face shifted with it.

Abraham came closer.

“Look up,” he said quietly.

I did.

His eyes moved over me, then to the work Vivian had done, then back to me again.

“Worth it?” Vivian asked dryly, still fastening another strand.

Abraham did not take his eyes off me. “Yes.”

The answer came too quickly.

Heat climbed my neck.

Vivian noticed that too. Of course she did. She sealed the final few bonds near my crown with fast, punishing precision until my scalp felt tight enough to hum.

Then she stepped back, flexing her fingers once.

“There,” she said. “Now we cut.”

I almost laughed from relief. “That was only step one?”

Vivian picked up her scissors. “Welcome to womanhood, sweetheart. There is always another step.”

She began blending the extensions into my natural hair with sharp, exact little snips, reshaping the whole fall around my face. Hair slid over the cape and onto the floor in soft dark slips. Abraham watched like a man watching a signature dry.

At last Vivian set down the scissors, took up a brush, and smoothed everything out. Then she turned my chair toward the mirror fully and stood behind me with both hands resting on the back.

For one second nobody said anything.

The difference was not theatrical. That was the worst part. It was believable.

My hair looked fuller, heavier, more intentional. It softened the width at the sides of my face and lengthened the whole impression of me. Not wig-pretty. Not pageant-fake. Just… corrected. Like the image had finally been given the framing it was supposed to have all along.

And because the bonds sat close and real near the scalp, because I had felt each one fused there under heat and pressure, I could not dismiss it as temporary. My own body had been recruited into the lie.

Or the truth.

I hated that I thought that.

Vivian watched my expression in the mirror.

“There,” she said softly. “Now you understand why I don’t do clip-ins.”

I reached up automatically toward the new weight in my hair.

She slapped my hand away.

“Don’t touch the bonds with greasy fingers,” she said.

“Ow.”

“Good.”

Abraham moved to stand beside the chair now, close enough that his coat brushed my shoulder.

He looked at me in the mirror for a long, unsettling moment.

Then he said, so quietly it almost felt private even with Vivian standing there, “That’s her.”

And because my scalp still burned and my pulse was behaving badly and the mirror was showing me someone who looked a little more coherent than I was ready for, I did not say anything at all.

The ride back to Brooklyn happened at dusk.

The city had gone blue and gold outside the car windows. Manhattan glittered in that way that made it seem not built but projected. I sat quieter than usual, partly because Abraham had trained it into me all day and partly because I was afraid of what would come out if I spoke too freely.

Abraham let the silence live for a while.

Then he said, “You did well.”

I looked out the window. “Did I.”

“Yes.”

“That sounded like a statement.”

“It was.”

I folded my hands in my lap because he’d corrected my habit of grabbing my own wrists. “Vivian thinks I explain too much.”

“She’s right.”

“You think I babble.”

“I think when you’re frightened, you overcompensate with intelligence.”

“That’s insulting.”

“It’s observational.”

I turned my head to look at him.

The city lights cut his profile into clean planes. He looked composed, expensive, very nearly someone else.

“You’re enjoying this,” I said.

He met my eyes. “Yes.”

The honesty of it unsettled me more than if he’d lied.

“Why?” I asked.

He looked at me for a second longer than necessary. “Because you’re becoming legible.”

I stared at him.

Then I looked away first.

Back at the apartment, he made me keep the clothes on.

“Just for a little while,” he said. “The mistake would be turning this into an event. It has to become normal.”

Normal. Sure.

I moved around the apartment in the blouse and skirt and coat-less softness of someone else’s life, putting my keys in the bowl by the door, touching the back of the couch, standing in the kitchen while Abraham made drinks. The place looked different around me. Or I did. The cheapness hadn’t changed. The bad radiator was still hissing. The window still needed repainting. But the contrast had sharpened. Brooklyn roughness and something polished moving through it. I could see how a myth began. Not from grandeur. From defiance.

Abraham handed me a glass of white wine and leaned against the counter.

“No real names,” he reminded me.

I took the wine. “You’re impossible.”

He lifted a brow.

I sighed. “You’re impossible, Abraham.”

His mouth curved. “Better.”

It was dark by the time he told me to go look.

I knew immediately which mirror he meant.

The cracked full-length one leaning against the wall near my bedroom door. Too honest. Too narrow. Merciless in daylight.

I stood in front of it anyway.

The apartment behind me dimmed into shapes. The lamp by the couch. The whiteboard. Abraham’s silhouette in the kitchen archway. My own reflection centered, lit by weak yellow light that should have ruined everything and somehow didn’t.

I looked.

And looked.

The blouse softened me. The skirt changed the whole logic of my body. Not dramatically. Just enough. The hoops drew the eye to my neck. My hair, fuller and longer, the way Vivian had shown, opened my face. Even my posture had shifted because I knew Abraham was watching and because I had spent the whole day learning where my shoulders went when I stopped bracing.

Cute, I thought again, and this time the word hurt worse.

Because cute was not theoretical.

Cute was dangerous.

Cute was the beginning of wanting more.

I touched one earring with my fingertips.

Behind me, Abraham said, very quietly, “Turn a little.”

I did.

“Lift your chin.”

I did.

“Now stop trying.”

My breath caught.

Something in my face changed when I obeyed that one. I saw it happen. The effort went out. The fear didn’t, exactly, but it moved lower. Became current instead of noise.

And there, for one suspended second, was someone I did not know well enough yet to survive meeting.

Not fully. Not passably, not the way Abraham meant it. Not complete. But close enough to make my heart thud once, hard.

I looked cute.

I looked almost pretty.

I looked like a possibility.

The shame of that thought came so fast I nearly stepped back from the mirror entirely.

Abraham crossed the room before I registered him moving. He didn’t touch me right away. He stood just behind my shoulder, both of us reflected there, his face over mine, our apartment framing the scene like witnesses.

“Breathe,” he said.

I realized I had stopped.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You’re not.”

I hated how softly he said it.

His hand rose then and settled—not on my waist, not anywhere obvious, just lightly at the point of my elbow the way he had that morning. Guiding without gripping.

“That panic,” he murmured, eyes on my reflection. “Lose it. Panic makes people look for seams.”

I swallowed.

“You said passability,” I said, and heard how thin my voice had gone.

“Yes.”

“What if—” I stopped.

He waited.

I made myself continue. “What if it doesn’t work?”

Abraham’s gaze stayed on mine in the mirror. “Then we adjust.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one that matters.”

He tilted his head slightly, studying me the way Vivian had, only gentler and somehow more devastating for it.

“The face works,” he said. “The voice will work. The movements will work. The rest is discipline.”

I stared at him.

His expression changed, just a little. Something warmer getting under the precision.

“And the best part,” he said, “is that you stop looking wrong the second you stop fighting every correction.”

That should not have hit me where it did.

Wrong.

Not because he meant I was wrong as I was. He didn’t. I knew he didn’t. But because some filthy little ache inside me had been using that word privately for years without my permission. Wrong in photographs. Wrong in formalwear. Wrong in a suit on certain days. Wrong in a body that could move through the world efficiently and still feel slightly mistranslated.

I stared at my own face in the cracked mirror and felt a terrible, thrilling loosening.

Abraham’s hand tightened very slightly at my elbow. Not enough to claim. Just enough to anchor.

“There,” he said again, almost under his breath. “There you are.”

This time I didn’t laugh.

I didn’t know what to do with that, so I looked at the mirror harder instead. At the shape of my mouth. The softer line of my hair. The way the blouse suggested rather than declared. The possibility of polish. Of coherence. Of an answer hiding inside aesthetics like a confession.

“I still look like me,” I said.

Abraham’s eyes met mine in the reflection. “Yes.”

“Then what’s the point?”

His mouth moved, just once.

“The point,” he said, “is that one day you won’t say it like a complaint.”

The room went silent around that.

I should have turned around. Should have made a joke. Should have broken the mood with cruelty or cigarettes or anything sharp enough to put the walls back up.

Instead I stood there in the weak yellow light of our Brooklyn apartment while my roommate, my co-conspirator, my future disaster, stood behind me and looked at me like I was becoming visible.


Chapter 3
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BY THE TIME Abraham Sinclair existed well enough to enter a room, Billy had almost disappeared from the apartment. Not literally. He still left espresso cups in the sink and stole my cigarettes and muttered obscenities at the Wi-Fi when it lagged. But once he decided a persona had utility, he wore it with the same discipline other men reserved for uniforms or marriage vows.

He did not put Abraham on only when we were in Manhattan. He brought him into Brooklyn too, into our little railroad apartment with its whining radiator and cracked full-length mirror and dining table buried beneath sample vials, color printouts, and bills we did not discuss unless one of us was in the mood to lie optimistically.

For three days after SoHo, he would not answer to Billy.

At first I thought it was a joke designed to irritate me. Then I realized he meant it with the cold devotion he gave systems once he trusted them.

“Abraham,” I said one morning, furious enough to be sarcastic.

He looked up from the dining table immediately, pleased.

“Better,” he said.

I hated how often that word had begun to appear in my life.

The apartment had been rearranged around the performance now. The whiteboard still stood in the corner, but it no longer looked temporary. Under CREATING THE LADY, the headings had multiplied. Client psychology, visual code, scarcity model, membership tiers, concierge layers, acquisition fantasy, press seeding, founder mythology. Beside those, a second legal pad held everything we had decided about Lady Winona de Lannoy, and another held everything we had decided about Abraham Sinclair.

The living room smelled faintly of coffee, keratin bond sealer, and expensive toner paper. My scalp still hurt in bright little points where Vivian had fused the extensions in. The pain had dulled into a taut awareness by the third day, but it remained whenever I tilted my head too quickly or lay down carelessly. Every brushstroke reminded me that whatever this was, it had moved past improvisation.

That part should have frightened me more than it did.

Instead I found myself touching the length of the hair when I was alone, not at the bonds—Vivian had threatened me too effectively for that—but the ends, the added softness of it, the way it made my own face feel differently arranged in space.

I had also, to my shame, begun getting used to being called Winona.

Not fully. Not without an internal flinch. But enough that on the second morning, when Abraham called from the kitchen, “Winona, coffee,” I answered, “Coming,” before my mind caught up with my mouth.

He had smiled over the espresso machine without turning around.

That smile had been more dangerous than if he’d laughed.

Now he sat at the table in a white shirt and charcoal trousers, sleeves rolled once, one hand around a mug, one hand sorting investor profiles into piles. He looked cleaner as Abraham. More expensive and less alive. Billy’s charm spilled. Abraham’s was controlled, measured, offered in select doses like a premium product.

He glanced up as I came out of my room.

I had put on the cream knit top Vivian said made me look “less argumentative,” dark trousers that skimmed more narrowly than I would have chosen, and a long cardigan because the apartment windows breathed cold in winter even when the radiators lied about heat. My hair was down today, brushed smooth over my shoulders, and the unfamiliar weight of it had already begun to feel alarmingly familiar.

Abraham’s eyes moved over me once.

Not lingering. Not ogling. Just assessing.

“You slept wrong,” he said.

I touched the side of my head instinctively. “How can you tell?”

“You’re favoring the left bonds.”

I stared at him. “You are so profoundly creepy.”

He smiled into his coffee. “And yet I’m correct.”

I dropped into the chair opposite him.

The room between us was cluttered with the machinery of ambition—pitch deck printouts, mood references, investor notes, press names, cost projections built from guesswork and nerve, and a stack of heavy cream business card samples with embossed gold lettering that read:

CREATING THE LADY
FOUNDING PARTNERS
LADY WINONA DE LANNOY
ABRAHAM SINCLAIR

I hated how good they looked.

I hated even more that every time I looked at my own false name in gold, my pulse behaved like it had been paid to sabotage me.

Abraham slid a deck draft toward me. “We go through this again in an hour.”

“We went through it twice last night.”

“We’re going through it again.”

“That’s psychotic.”

“That’s fundraising.”

I skimmed the pages. The structure was elegant now. Far more elegant than it had any right to be for something dreamed up in a Brooklyn apartment by two people with no meaningful right to venture capital. But elegance, I had learned, was very often only confidence organized attractively.

Slide one: brand promise.
Slide two: market expansion in luxury aesthetics and identity-based services.
Slide three: category white space.
Slide four: the Lady Method—an end-to-end transformation architecture combining discreet aesthetic planning, image systems, presentation strategy, and private concierge-level guidance.
Slide five: early service tiers.
Slide six: long-term expansion into product, training, partnerships, licensing.

It was the kind of deck rich people adored because it allowed them to believe their appetites had structure.

“What’s the room tonight?” I asked.

Abraham glanced at his watch though there was no need. He knew everything on the schedule down to the minute.

“Private dinner. NoMad-adjacent, but the investor’s pied-à-terre is technically in Tribeca. Small table. Eight total. Better than a restaurant because discretion flatters everyone involved.”

I kept flipping.

“The menu?” I asked.

He gave me a look over the top of his mug. “You don’t ask that as Winona.”

“I ask it as a person who doesn’t want to look stupid with fish.”

“There will be fish.”

“Of course there will be fish.”

He reached across and took the deck back before I could protest. “You do not need to know the menu. You need to know the room.”

He always said things like that in Abraham mode—clean, slightly cold, never quite telling you whether the instruction was practical or a test.

He stood and crossed to the whiteboard, coffee in hand.

“Tonight is not a pitch in the crude sense,” he said. “It’s a first impression with strategic openings. They are not evaluating slides. They are evaluating coherence. The deck exists only to reassure them there is one behind the face.”

I watched him write three lines on the board:

HE MUST LOOK LIKE HE BELIEVES HER
SHE MUST LOOK LIKE SHE NEEDS NO ONE
THEY MUST LOOK EFFORTLESS TOGETHER

The third line sat there accusingly.

I folded my arms.

Abraham turned. “No.”

I uncrossed them immediately.

He nodded once, satisfied.

I hated that I was learning him this way—through correction, through response, through the minute rewards of his approval.

“The power couple illusion,” I said flatly.

He leaned one shoulder against the board. “Not illusion. Atmosphere.”

“It’s fake.”

“All atmosphere is fake.”

“And how exactly do we look effortless together?”

The corner of his mouth moved. “You stop looking at me like I’m a home invasion.”

I looked away first.

That was becoming a bad habit.

The truth—annoying, humiliating, completely unhelpful—was that the more Abraham solidified, the more unsettlingly attractive I found him.

Not Billy. Billy I understood. Billy had always been attractive in the dangerous-friend way that made practical people ruin their own week. Billy was laugh lines at midnight, cigarettes on a fire escape, too much eye contact in the kitchen, knees touching under tables, charm weaponized until it felt like intimacy.

Abraham was something else. He was pared down. Sharper. Less available. It made every glance feel costlier. Every instruction. Every moment he looked at me as if I were a problem he intended to solve elegantly. It was infuriating. I did not like men. That had never been the confusion in my life. Men, generally, felt to me like bad weather in shoes. Too loud, too eager, too pleased with their own angles.

And yet when I was dressed as Winona, when my hair fell over my shoulders and my mouth had gloss and Abraham looked at me with that cool assessing focus, my body had begun producing feelings I did not know where to file.

Not desire in the simple way. Not exactly. More like alignment so intense it hummed.

As Wyatt, a man looking at me often felt invasive or absurd or both.

As Winona, under Abraham’s gaze, something in me softened and sharpened at once. It felt right in a way that made me want to set something on fire.

Which was inconvenient, because we had a dinner to attend.

Abraham checked the time again. “Walk.”

I groaned.

“Now.”

He meant in the apartment first. We always started there.

For the next hour we ran drills. Not on the pitch deck. On us.

He made me cross the room in heels Vivian had insisted were “merciful but not forgiving.” He corrected the angle at which I accepted a glass from his hand. He made me practice entering first versus entering second. He tested the voice, again and again, until mine stopped dropping defensive weight when I felt cornered.

“No,” he said, interrupting me halfway through a mock response. “You’re explaining.”

“I’m answering.”

“You’re over-answering.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“It isn’t. An answer ends. An explanation asks for mercy.”

I stared at him.

He stared back, unbothered.

I tried again.

“Better,” he said.

Again that word.

By afternoon, I was raw from repetition. The apartment felt smaller every time I turned in it, my extensions tight at the scalp, the whiteboard looming, Abraham’s voice turning refinement into liturgy.

At five, he made me shower and start getting ready.

This part, I hated to admit, had become the most dangerous piece of all.

Not because it was humiliating. Not entirely. Not because it was theatrical. Though it was. But because getting ready as Winona had begun to feel like a threshold I was moving toward with equal dread and appetite.

Tonight’s dress was not the black one from the rack. Vivian had vetoed it, and after SoHo I had understood why. Too obvious. Too eager to be called sexy. Tonight’s dress was dark bottle-green silk, long-sleeved, cut slim through the waist and straight through the skirt, modest enough to look expensive, precise enough to make breathing feel like an aesthetic choice. Abraham had laid it on my bed with hosiery, understated earrings, a coat, and a note in his ugly block handwriting:

NO OVERTHINKING.
EITHER SHE EXISTS OR SHE DOESN’T.

I stood in my room in underwear and the soft, strange weight of my hair and looked at the note until annoyance turned into something worse.

Then I dressed.

The stockings first. The silk. The earrings. The low heels. A little concealer where needed, a little powder, the neutral mouth Abraham preferred because it made me look “finished without looking newly manufactured.” My hands shook twice while fastening the dress and I refused to examine why.

When I finally opened my bedroom door, he was waiting in the hall like he had known the exact moment I would emerge.

He wore black tonight. A dark suit so clean it looked almost liquid in motion, white shirt, no tie, coat open. He had taken more care with his hair than usual. His watch gleamed once when he folded his arms, then he stopped himself, as if remembering the kind of gestures he had been training out of me and maybe out of himself.

For one stretched second, neither of us said anything.

His gaze moved over me slowly.

It was not lust. That was what made it harder to bear. Lust would have been stupid, manageable. This was appraisal edged with pride and something so close to reverence I felt my pulse in places I disliked.

“There,” he said softly.

I rolled my eyes because if I didn’t, I might not survive the hallway.

“You say that too much.”

“Because I keep being right.”

He stepped closer and adjusted one side of my collar with the backs of his fingers. Not even fully touching me. Still, every nerve under the silk seemed to turn toward it.

“Chin a fraction less defensive,” he murmured.

“I’m not defensive.”

His eyes flicked up to mine. “You always are.”

Then he smoothed one section of my hair forward over my shoulder and stepped back.

“Better.”

That word again, and this time I felt it in my stomach.

The car downtown was warm, private, and too dim. The city outside blurred gold and white against the windows. Brooklyn loosened behind us and Manhattan drew itself together ahead—stone, glass, lobbies, old money pretending not to notice tech money in the same room.

I sat with my knees angled neatly because Abraham had trained it into me. One hand in my lap. The other resting lightly against the seat. Looking out. Saying little.

Abraham beside me looked composed enough to be carved.

After a few minutes, he said, “You’re too quiet.”

I turned my head. “You spent days telling me not to talk.”

“Yes. Silence should look chosen, not frightened.”

“I’m not frightened.”

He looked at me.

I hated how much that look destabilized me now.

“What?” I asked.

His mouth moved. “Winona would know the difference.”

I faced the window again and said nothing, which made him exhale a laugh through his nose.

We passed through lower Manhattan in sheets of reflected light. Every now and then I caught us in the glass—my hair, my dress, his profile—an image expensive enough to be envied by people who would never suspect the two of us were going home later to an apartment where the bathroom door only shut if you kicked it first.

“Power couple,” I muttered before I could stop myself.

Abraham turned his head. “What?”

“Nothing.”

He kept watching me. “Say it.”

I didn’t want to.

That was how he knew I would.

“This whole thing,” I said, still looking out the window. “The founder couple. The way you keep touching my elbow or opening doors like I’m your wife in a brochure. It’s ridiculous.”

“Is it?”

“Yes.”

He was quiet for one beat too long.

Then: “You don’t like men.”

It was such a clean sentence that I went still.

I finally looked at him.

“No,” I said carefully. “I don’t.”

He studied me, infuriatingly calm. “Good. That makes this simpler.”

“How?”

“Because then you’ll know whatever you’re reacting to is not the usual kind of confusion.”

Heat moved up my throat so fast I wanted to slap him.

“I’m not reacting to anything.”

He did not bother pretending to believe me.

Instead he looked back out the window and said, almost lazily, “Winona is.”

I turned away before he could see how hard that landed.

The car pulled up outside a limestone building in Tribeca with a doorman, polished brass, and the kind of entry hall that made money look ancestral even when it was new. Upstairs, the dinner was in a private apartment with ceilings too high to be accidental and art chosen to suggest intelligence rather than appetite. There were only eight of us, as promised.

Lora Bellamy was there, which was both useful and frightening. So was Miles Arden, younger than everyone else at the table and trying very hard to disguise enthusiasm as sophistication. There was a woman from a fund with a diamond the size of policy failure on one hand, an older man whose whole face said family office, a beauty editor I recognized from the launch party, and the apartment’s owner, a silver-haired investor with the manners of a man who expected not to be contradicted indoors.

The room paused when we entered.

Not dramatically. Nothing theatrical. Just the tiny and unmistakable lag of people adjusting to what they saw.

Lady Winona de Lannoy and Abraham Sinclair.

I felt it hit them.

Not me. Her.

That was the intoxicating part.

People believed what they could organize socially, and we had given them an arrangement they understood. He looked polished, credible, strategically devoted. I looked private, expensive, slightly unknowable. Together we made a story their money already knew how to admire.

Lora came toward us first.

“Abraham,” she said, taking his hand. Then to me, with a slower smile, “Lady Winona.”

I let my own smile arrive late, just as Abraham had taught me.

“Lora. It’s good to see you again.”

The voice held.

My body held.

The room held.

And something hot and strange unfurled low in me when I saw the exact second Lora accepted the whole construction without visible resistance.

It was not just relief.

It was power.

We moved through introductions. The older man kissed the air beside my cheek. The fund woman took me in with one cool, appraising sweep that should have made me panic and instead made me sit taller. Miles nearly forgot to hide how hard he was staring, then overcorrected and became formal enough to be almost sweet.

“Lady Winona,” he said, as if he couldn’t quite believe he was saying it. “I’ve heard a lot about your work.”

I gave him the faintest tilt of the head. “I hope not too much. Mystery still has some utility.”

He laughed, slightly too late, which meant he was charmed enough to be wrong-footed.

Good.

Abraham’s hand touched the small of my back as he guided me toward the seating area for pre-dinner drinks. Nothing proprietary. Barely there. Completely devastating.

As Wyatt, that kind of touch from a man would have made me want to peel my skin off.

As Winona, with silk at my waist and the room reading us as a pair, it sent a clean current through me that felt less like threat and more like confirmation.

I hated that. I hated it so much I almost smiled.

Drinks moved through the room on silver trays. I accepted champagne because fish had been correctly foretold and because a coupe gave the hands a job. Abraham did most of the early talking, exactly as planned. Not too much. Just enough. He explained the category opportunity in clean, elegant language, framing the company less as beauty services and more as “private transformation architecture for women moving through high-stakes transitions.”

I watched the room respond.

Women leaned in first. Then men followed because women had leaned in first.

That, too, was a language.

Whenever questions came toward me, I used the rules.

Less talk. Less mistake. Short answers. Never over-explain. Make them ask again.

“Why now?” the older investor asked me at one point, swirling whiskey he didn’t need.

I let a beat pass.

“Because women have always paid privately for correction,” I said. “We’re simply removing the vulgarity of pretending they shouldn’t.”

That got the table’s attention.

Miles looked at me like I had spoken from a height.

Lora’s mouth curved.

Abraham did not look at me immediately, which was how I knew I’d done well. He knew better than to reward me too openly in the room.

The dinner itself was all candlelight, muted silver, and expensive food arranged with an almost moral thinness. There was fish, of course. Delicate greens. A cream sauce pretending not to exist. Warm bread that I wanted more of and could not obviously ask for. Conversation moved in overlapping currents—markets, beauty, women founders, discretion, category fatigue, the idiocy of overt branding, why American luxury so often confused abundance with taste.

I found my rhythm.

That was the dangerous part.

By the main course, I stopped feeling like I was trying to be Winona and started feeling like the room had made space for her and I merely had to occupy it correctly. I knew when to lower my eyes and when to meet a gaze directly. I knew how much to smile at Miles to keep him invested and how little to give the beauty editor so she would project more intelligence onto me than I had actually displayed. I knew to let Abraham answer operational questions and to let my own contributions stay strategic, almost philosophical.

People listened to me differently as Winona.

Not kindly. Not warmly. Better.

More carefully.

And every time Abraham turned his head toward me with that cool little founder-partner attentiveness—as if I were both asset and equal—something in my chest tightened in a way that was becoming impossible to dismiss as nerves.

Halfway through dessert, Lora asked the question I’d half dreaded all evening.

“And how did the two of you meet?”

Abraham answered before I could.

“At a room neither of us should have been in,” he said.

Laughter moved around the table.

The line was true enough to feel personal and false enough to conceal everything. I looked at him, and he finally looked back at me fully, and the room around us dissolved for one stupid, dangerous second.

There it was again—that feeling.

Not simple attraction. Not even quite romance.

It was the terrifying rightness of being seen in the wrong name by the right pair of eyes.

I looked away first, again.

By the end of the night, there were no commitments, no signatures, no money promised in language crude enough to be held against anyone. But cards had been exchanged. Follow-ups implied. Doors softened at the hinges.

On the ride back to Brooklyn, I sat very still.

Abraham loosened his cuffs but not the rest of himself.

For several minutes neither of us spoke. The city unspooled outside in reflective bands—downtown glass, bridges, dark river, the rougher, truer lights of home.

Finally he said, “You were excellent.”

The directness of it caught me off guard.

I looked at my hands. “They believed me.”

He was quiet for a beat.

“They did.”

I could still feel it. The pause when we entered. The way the room had settled around me instead of resisting. The way questions had sharpened because people assumed I was worth sharpening them for.

And underneath that, the worse thing.

The way Abraham had looked tonight.

Not Billy with his jokes and his improvised heat. Abraham with his restraint. His polish. His touch at my back. His little glances across candlelight. His answers that always left a sliver of room for me.

I hated men.

I did.

But in that dress, in that room, with that name and that version of him, the hatred had nowhere clean to go. It thinned into confusion. Then into something like hunger. Then into an ugly, gorgeous sense that maybe it wasn’t men I had hated so much as the ways I had been asked to stand beside them before.

Abraham watched me in the dark of the car. “What are you thinking?”

“Nothing.”

“Liar.”

I looked out the window. “I’m thinking this is insane.”

“Yes.”

“They actually believed it.”

“Yes.”

“They believed us.”

“Yes.”

The river flashed dark outside. Then bridge lights. Then Brooklyn again, rising rougher and more familiar, less flattering and more mine.

I turned my head to him. “And you liked that.”

He didn’t pretend not to understand.

“Yes,” he said.

The answer fell into the quiet between us like a stone.

“Why?” I asked.

His gaze moved over my face, then to my mouth, then back to my eyes with such precision I almost forgot to breathe.

“Because,” he said carefully, “you stopped fighting her for long enough to let everyone else see what I saw.”

Every nerve in me lit up at once.

I turned away before my face could betray me.

Back at the apartment, the hallway smelled like bleach and old heat. Upstairs, our place was cold because the radiator had given up on morality while we were out. Abraham locked the door behind us and set his keys in the bowl. I kicked off my heels with more force than elegance and immediately regretted it because Winona would never.

“You can stop now,” I muttered.

“Can I?”

The question made me look up.

He was standing by the door, one hand still on the lock, coat open, tie-less throat lit by the weak hall lamp. For the first time all evening, Abraham and Billy overlapped visibly enough to hurt.

“This is Brooklyn,” I said.

His mouth curved, tired and dangerous. “Is that your safe word?”

I shot him a look and crossed to the kitchen for water because I needed movement more than hydration. The apartment felt changed tonight. Or maybe I did. The dress still held the shape of the evening against my body. My scalp ached faintly from the extensions. My skin felt too awake.

Abraham followed, slower.

I filled a glass. My hand shook once against the tap.

He noticed, of course.

“Too much champagne?” he asked.

“No.”

“Too much attention?”

I took a drink before answering. “No.”

He leaned a shoulder against the fridge, watching me over the rim of his own glass.

“Then what?”

I set my water down.

The kitchen was too small for this conversation. The whole apartment was too small for it. Every object suddenly felt witness-shaped—the whiteboard, the garment rack, the cracked mirror, the green silk at my wrists.

I said the stupidest honest thing available.

“I don’t like men.”

He did not laugh.

“I know.”

“That should make this simpler.”

“Yes,” he said.

“But it doesn’t.”

There. It was out. Not the whole truth, but enough of it to make the room unstable.

He stayed very still.

“No,” he said after a moment. “It doesn’t.”

I hated how gentle he was being.

I hated more that I wanted him closer.

He pushed off the fridge and came toward me, one measured step at a time, as if I were something skittish enough to flee and valuable enough not to startle.

He stopped close, but not touching.

“Wyatt,” he said.

The name hit me almost as hard as Winona did now.

“I don’t know what this means,” I said.

His eyes held mine. “You don’t have to.”

“That sounds like manipulation.”

“It probably is.”

A laugh escaped me before I could stop it. Thin, wrecked.

His hand lifted then, slowly enough that I could have moved away if I wanted to. He touched one section of my hair where it fell over my shoulder, just the silk of it between his fingers, not the scalp, not the bonds. The gesture was so careful it felt worse than if he’d grabbed me.

“You did well tonight,” he said quietly.

“I know.”

That made him smile.

The smile undid me a little.

His hand stayed where it was, lightly holding the ends of my hair as if testing the reality of it.

“Dangerous answer,” he murmured.

“You trained me to be dangerous.”

“Did I?”

I looked at him.

The apartment had gone impossibly quiet. Even the radiator had stopped hissing.

And there, in the weak kitchen light after midnight, in Brooklyn where the masks were supposed to come off, I felt the opposite happening. Not because I was becoming less myself. Because somehow, appallingly, I was becoming more.

His gaze dropped once to my mouth.

Then back to my eyes.

No move followed. No kiss. Nothing cinematic. Just that one devastating little shift in focus, enough to tell me he was aware of the same gravity and refusing, for now, to obey it.

The refusal made it worse.

I turned first. Had to.

“I need to get out of this dress,” I said.

His voice behind me stayed low and even. “All right.”

I went to my room with my pulse making a fool of me.

Once the door was shut, I leaned against it in the dark and stood there in the silk and the hair and the aftermath of being believed.

In the mirror across from the bed, Winona looked back at me with a face flushed just enough to count and eyes too bright to trust.

For the first time since this whole thing began, I did not ask whether she was convincing.

I asked what would happen if she was real.


Chapter 4
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THE AUTHENTICITY problem announced itself at lunch when one of my earrings fell into the butter. Not metaphorically. Literally.

We were in a private room off Madison, all pale walls and impossible flowers and women who looked maintained by appointment and lighting. Abraham had arranged the meeting as a “casual strategic follow-up,” which meant three investors, one brand consultant, Lora Bellamy, and me seated around a white tablecloth discussing the future of beauty as if none of us had ever sweated through a subway platform in our lives.

I was halfway through saying something measured about discretion and social signaling when I felt the left clip-on loosen.

A second later, the earring slid free, bounced once against my neck, and dropped directly into the dish beside my bread plate with a faint obscene little sound.

The table paused.

Not dramatically. Nobody gasped. Nobody recoiled. These were Upper East Side-adjacent adults. Their entire social skill set was built around pretending they had not just seen something inconvenient.

I smiled.

I even laughed, lightly, as if this sort of thing happened to me only in the most charming way.

“How humiliating,” I said.

Lora’s mouth curved.

One of the men looked politely away.

Abraham, God help me, recovered so fast it felt choreographed. He reached for the fallen earring, dabbed it once in his napkin like an item of negligible concern, and said, with exactly the right amount of amused tenderness, “Even your earrings love French butter, darling.”

The room laughed.

The moment passed.

But it did not pass in me.

Because under the table, my thighs had gone tight with panic. Not from the embarrassment alone. From the seam. The tiny visible seam in the whole arrangement. The kind Abraham kept warning me about. Not a disaster. Not exposure. Just enough wrongness to make the wrong person wonder what else might slip if they pulled.

Back in the car downtown, I pulled the remaining clip-on off before it could betray me too.

“I told you,” Abraham said.

I dropped both earrings into my bag like evidence. “You were right. There, are you happy?”

“Yes.”

I glared out the window.

“Easy for you to say, you’re not the one who’s getting pierced.”

Madison gave way to midtown glass, then traffic, then the soft machinery of wealth moving around itself. My ears throbbed from the impending ear piercing. My scalp still tightened in places where Vivian’s keratin bonds sat fused into me. I was becoming a map of expensive discomforts.

Abraham glanced over. “They noticed.”

“I know.”

“Briefly.”

“I know.”

“And then they stopped noticing.”

I looked at him. “Because of you.”

His expression did not change much, but I saw satisfaction move under it all the same. “Because of us.”

That should have reassured me.

Instead it made something worse unfurl.

Because if the room could be repaired that quickly, then the room could also, theoretically, be built more completely. More convincingly. More permanently. One less clip-on. One less visible compromise. One more correction so small nobody would call it dramatic until the sum total changed your life.

I looked down at my hands.

Abraham watched me watching them.

“You’re thinking,” he said.

“No.”

“Liar.”

I turned to the window again.

He let the silence sit for two blocks before he said, carefully, “If we are going to keep doing this, we can’t afford half-measures.”

That phrase moved through me like cold water.

Half-measures.

As if that was what the soreness in my ears was. As if the hair fused to my head and the careful silences and the silk blouses and the body language and the little private tremors I was trying not to classify were all still somehow the timid version.

“What exactly are you proposing?” I asked.

The city reflected over his face in broken pieces. Light at the cheekbone. Shadow at the jaw.

“Authenticity,” he said.

I laughed once, ugly and brief. “That’s a rich word for you.”

“Yes,” he said. “Which is why I’m using it correctly.”

The problem with Abraham was not that he lied. It was that when he wanted something badly enough, he arranged the truth until it made lying feel like fidelity.

“The room believes Winona because the details cooperate,” he said. “Wardrobe. Hair. Voice. Behavior. But details cannot keep carrying a body forever. At a certain point, the body has to start helping.”

My mouth went dry.

I knew, vaguely, what he meant.

But vague knowledge and hearing him say it were different species of danger.

I folded my hands tighter in my lap. “You’re talking about procedures.”

“I’m talking about medical aesthetics.”

“That is a euphemism.”

“It’s also accurate.”

I stared straight ahead while the car turned north again. “This is insane.”

“Maybe.”

“And expensive.”

“Very.”

“And risky.”

“Less risky than visible seams.”

That shut me up, which was not a moral victory on his part, merely an effective one.

He looked at me for a beat. “We don’t do anything stupid. We do everything correctly, discreetly, with the right person.”

“I hate when you say things like that.”

“I know.”

Then, after one more block of silence: “I already made the appointment.”

I turned so fast my sore ear scalp flared.

“You what?”

His brows lifted. “Careful.”

“My scalp’s on fire because of you!”

“Yes,” he said calmly. “And eventually they’ll heal into usefulness.”

I wanted to claw his expensive face.

Instead I hissed, “You made an appointment with whom?”

“A doctor.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“No,” he said. “It’s logistics. The name is Dr. Séverine Vale. Upper East Side. Private clinic. Very discreet. Very expensive. Very good.”

I looked at him in disbelief.

He had the decency to look almost sheepish for a second. Almost.

“I booked a consult,” he said. “A conversation. Nothing more.”

“You don’t get to decide that for me.”

“No,” he said. “But I do get to recognize when the next step is obvious.”

Two days later, I wanted to stay angry. That would have been cleaner. Cleaner than the awareness moving under the anger like current.

Because I had thought about it too.

Not in a complete, named way. Not at three in the morning with a spreadsheet and a dream board. But in flashes. While brushing my hair and feeling how the new length changed the frame of my face. While pressing a finger to the hot new piercings in my ears and feeling absurdly pleased by the soreness. While standing in front of the mirror after the Tribeca dinner and noticing that the parts of me that disrupted the illusion now looked less like flaws in a performance and more like unfinished work.

That was the ugliest truth of it.

Not that Abraham had pushed too far.

That some part of me had already begun wondering what further would feel like.

Dr. Séverine Vale’s clinic occupied the fourth floor of a limestone building on a quiet Upper East Side block that looked as if its rent had opinions about bloodlines. The lobby smelled of flowers and money. Not perfume, exactly. Money had its own scent when it arranged itself well enough: polished stone, old wood, good heat, clean silence.

The receptionist wore cream and did not smile until she had decided we belonged there.

Abraham gave our names.

“Lady Winona de Lannoy and Mr. Sinclair.”

The receptionist’s posture shifted one imperceptible degree.

Belief. Or at least professional acceptance. Same difference in rooms like this.

We were shown into a waiting area with pale boucle chairs, art books no one had ever opened for pleasure, and a tray of still water in bottles that cost more than dignity. Nothing in the clinic advertised procedures directly. No before-and-afters. No glowing nonsense. No vulgar claims. Just soft walls, controlled lighting, and the atmosphere of a place that expected people to arrive already ashamed enough not to need persuasion.

My pulse had begun to misbehave on the elevator up and had not corrected itself since.

Abraham sat beside me, one ankle over the opposite knee, calm as architecture.

I stared at a vase of white ranunculus and said, quietly, “If this turns into one of your speeches, I’ll bite you.”

“It won’t.”

“You already made the appointment without telling me.”

“Yes.”

“I should leave.”

“Yes,” he said.

I turned to him.

He met my eyes evenly. “If you want to.”

That answer annoyed me more than if he had argued.

Because it meant he knew something uglier. That I was staying not because he’d cornered me, but because some unbearable private curiosity had already taken root. Because authenticity, half-measures, visible seams—those words had found places in me already primed to hear them.

A door at the far end of the room opened.

Dr. Vale was not what I had expected.

Not because she was beautiful. I had expected that. Everyone in this neighborhood who handled faces for money came arranged to imply mastery. What I had not expected was restraint. She was perhaps in her forties, though the kind of forties that money and discipline made unreadable.

Dark hair pinned back in a way that exposed a clean, severe face. Ivory blouse. Dove-gray trousers. Minimal jewelry. No unnecessary smile. She did not enter the room the way service professionals do, eager and bright. She entered like a woman greeting a problem she would solve if it interested her enough.

“Lady Winona,” she said, looking at me first.

The accent was faintly European, unplaceable enough to be useful.

“Dr. Vale,” Abraham said, rising.

She shook his hand, then mine.

Her fingers were cool and dry. Clinical without being unfriendly.

“Come,” she said.

The consultation room was worse than the waiting area because it was so cleanly intimate. Not medical in the harsh fluorescent sense. No steel trays or obvious needles in sight. Instead there were soft chairs, a marble counter, a mirror framed in diffused light, a discreet sink, cabinets whose contents were hidden behind matte lacquer doors, and one examination chair upholstered in pale gray leather that looked both luxurious and inescapable.

I sat.

Abraham took the chair beside mine.

Dr. Vale remained standing for a moment, reviewing a tablet, then looked at me over it with a directness that made my throat tighten.

“Mr. Sinclair explained that you are building a public-facing brand in luxury aesthetics,” she said. “And that your image must withstand both casual scrutiny and sustained attention.”

The words were so precise they made everything sound almost respectable.

“Yes,” I said.

“Good.” She set the tablet down. “Then let us avoid euphemism. You are not here because you want to feel prettier for brunch. You are here because passability and coherence have become operational requirements.”

My stomach turned over.

Abraham did not speak.

Of course he didn’t. This was why he had brought me here. He knew there was a kind of permission only someone like Dr. Vale could deliver without sounding like fantasy.

Dr. Vale came closer and crouched just slightly so we were almost level.

“May I?” she asked, indicating my face.

I nodded.

Her fingertips touched my jaw lightly, then my chin, then the line beside my mouth. She turned my face toward the mirror, then toward the light, then back. Not invasive. Not flirtatious. Just exact.

“Good skin quality,” she murmured. “Helpful. Mouth cooperative. Midface fine. Brows already improved. Hairline manageable.”

I looked at myself in the mirror while she said these things, and the effect was bizarre. As if I had become both person and blueprint.

She touched near one ear, careful of the fresh piercings.

“Recent?”

“Yes.”

“They still hurt?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” she said. “Pain improves memory.”

That sounded like something Vivian would say if she had gone to medical school instead of extortion.

Dr. Vale straightened. “What bothers you first?”

I almost laughed.

Bothers me. As if there were one.

As if the problem were not the whole architecture of me in relation to the lie, the room, the dress, the wanting.

I looked at Abraham.

He did not rescue me.

He merely said, “Answer.”

I turned back to Dr. Vale. “The mouth,” I said before I could edit it. “Sometimes.”

“Sometimes?”

“When I’m… dressed.” The word sounded childish. “It pulls the eye.”

Dr. Vale nodded as if I had said something sensible and adult. “Yes. Because the rest is moving toward softness and the lips are still visually undercommitted.” She stepped to the side mirror. “Anything else?”

I hesitated.

This was the part that felt like stepping off the edge of something.

“My hips,” I heard myself say.

The room did not react. No mockery. No surprise. Nothing. Which somehow made the confession worse, not better.

Dr. Vale only asked, “In clothing or out?”

My face burned. “Both.”

“Good answer.” Her gaze moved over me again, clinically detached and therefore far more dangerous than anything overt could have been. “The frame can be assisted. Not transformed overnight, but assisted. Balance matters. If the face is moving one direction and the body another, the eye becomes suspicious even when the mind is polite.”

There it was again. Suspicion. The eye. The room. Everything made measurable.

“What about…” I stopped.

Dr. Vale waited.

My voice lowered despite myself. “Chest.”

She nodded once.

“Perhaps,” she said. “Though that depends on your timeline, your thresholds, and whether you are trying to suggest or declare. Suggestion is often more powerful in the beginning.”

Abraham’s eyes flicked to me and away so fast another person would have missed it. I didn’t. I was becoming very good at not missing him.

Dr. Vale resumed her place by the counter and folded her hands.

“There are levels,” she said. “At the most conservative end: lips, subtle facial balancing if needed, skin refinement, body contour via wardrobe and presentation, selective filler in strategic places if the patient is an appropriate candidate. Beyond that, there are more durable interventions. But durable interventions should not be approached because of panic or seduction. They should be approached because the image and the self are no longer in argument.”

The room seemed to constrict around that sentence.

The image and the self are no longer in argument.

I looked down at my hands so neither of them would see what moved through my face.

Abraham, who of course saw everything anyway, said nothing.

Dr. Vale let me have the silence. Then she said, almost kindly, “You do not need to decide everything today. But you do need to understand that beauty work becomes believable when it is treated as infrastructure, not costume.”

Infrastructure.

God. These people all had a religion and it spoke in systems.

I forced my eyes up again. “If I did… something today,” I said carefully, “what would make the most difference?”

Dr. Vale did not hesitate.

“The mouth first,” she said. “Because the mouth is where people read femininity, confidence, sensuality, class maintenance, and age all at once, whether they know they are doing it or not. Then perhaps strategic body support if you require help in clothing and movement. But any body work we do conservatively. You are building a believable continuum, not debuting after a yacht accident.”

That image startled a laugh out of me before I could stop it.

Dr. Vale’s expression barely changed, but some private amusement moved at the corner of it.

Abraham looked indecently pleased that I’d laughed.

I should have walked out then.

Instead I heard myself say, “Would it hurt?”

Dr. Vale’s eyes sharpened.

“Yes,” she said. “A little. In some places more than others. Pain is manageable. Swelling is likely. Bruising possible. Tenderness expected. Vanity frequently exaggerated. Regret occasionally theatrical. None of that concerns me. What concerns me is whether you understand the emotional threshold.”

I swallowed.

“What threshold?”

“The threshold between enhancement and participation,” she said. “Once the body begins to participate, you will stop being able to tell yourself you are merely wearing a story.”

That hit so hard I could not breathe correctly for one beat.

Abraham’s hand moved the smallest fraction on the arm of his chair, as if he wanted to reach toward me and knew better.

Dr. Vale saw that too. She saw everything.

“Do you still wish to discuss options?” she asked.

I should have said no.

I should have.

Instead, because the earrings had fallen and my ears still burned and the rooms kept believing me and the mirror kept offering me a version of my own face that looked less wrong every week, I said, “Yes.”

The first needle went into my mouth and every thought I had ever had about glamour became briefly stupid.

Dr. Vale had numbed me first with topical cream and a promise that discomfort was not character-building unless she billed for it, but there was still no elegant way to describe what it felt like when the filler entered. Pressure. Sting. A weird dragging fullness under the skin. My whole body tensed against the chair in pure animal indignation.

“Do not frown,” Dr. Vale said.

“I’m not—”

“You are.”

Abraham stood near my shoulder now, not touching, just close enough to become a fixed point in my peripheral vision. His suit jacket was off, folded over one chair. His sleeves were rolled once. He looked more like Billy that way and somehow that only made the whole thing worse.

Another injection.

“Ow,” I said through numbness and dignity loss.

Dr. Vale did not even look up. “Yes.”

The mirror opposite the chair reflected all of it back at me in fragments—my own eyes brighter than usual, the sterile glint of instruments, Dr. Vale’s steady hands, Abraham standing there with his mouth set in that carefully neutral line he used when something mattered too much to risk showing it.

Lip filler sounded ridiculous when said aloud. Frivolous. Internet-coded. Women at brunch. Influencers in beige. But in the chair, with my mouth being shaped by millimeters and judgment, it felt nothing like frivolity. It felt surgical in the emotional sense. Not surgery, no. But intention entering the face.

Dr. Vale stepped back after the final pass and studied me.

“Swelling will distort the result for the first days,” she said. “Do not panic and accuse me of vulgarity prematurely.”

I touched my lower lip carefully and winced.

It already felt different. Thick, tender, as if my mouth had gone from private property to active construction site.

Then came the body work.

Dr. Vale had explained it clinically, which only made the actual experience more absurd.

“Very conservative,” she had said. “Temporary structural assistance. Enough to change line under clothing, not enough to invite suspicion.”

Structural assistance. As if my hips were a bridge project.

I lay back while she mapped discreet points with a skin pencil, her tone calm, my own pulse loud enough to be humiliating. The hip filler hurt in a deeper way than the mouth had. Not sharper. Heavier. Pressure sinking into tissue where I did not like being that aware. I flinched on the first side and grabbed the edge of the chair.

“Ow—Jesus—”

Abraham’s hand was on my forearm before I realized he had moved.

“Breathe,” he said.

I glared up at him. “Easy for you to say.”

“Yes,” he said. “Still do it.”

The filler along the hip line burned, then ached, then settled into a bizarre sensation of altered mass. Not dramatic. Not cartoonish. Just enough for me to understand instantly what Dr. Vale meant about the body helping.

Butt filler was worse.

Not because it was shameful. I was already past shame in several directions. Worse because the area was more tender, the pressure stranger, the whole situation more impossible to narrate to myself without wanting to laugh and cry at once.

“This is insane,” I said into the paper headrest.

“Yes,” Dr. Vale said. “Hold still.”

“Ow. Ouch. Ow.”

Abraham laughed under his breath once.

I wanted him dead.

Then the chest.

Not full breasts. Dr. Vale had made that clear. “We are not improvising architecture you cannot support,” she said. “Small amounts only. Suggestion. Upper fullness. Clothing help.”

It still hurt.

Each placement made me feel like I had slipped one degree further into a world where things I had only ever glanced at through language were now being negotiated under my skin.

By the time she was done, my lips throbbed, my hips felt bruised from the inside, my chest felt tight and strange, and the upper fullness in my butt had turned sitting into a future inconvenience I could already resent in advance.

Dr. Vale cleaned her hands and handed me a mirror.

“Do not evaluate the final result today,” she said. “Today you are swollen, offended, and vain. Wait.”

I looked anyway.

My mouth was definitely swollen. Too much for calm. But under the distortion I could see it—the fuller line, the softer center, a mouth that no longer disrupted the face so much as participated in it. The body changes were less visible in the mirror, but when I shifted, when I stood carefully and the fabric of my trousers sat differently, I felt them at once.

Not fantasy.

Participation.

The elevator ride down was hell.

Not dramatic hell. Just a very expensive collection of aches. My lips felt hot and too present. My ears still burned if I brushed them. My hips and butt made each movement feel negotiated. My chest was tender enough that I became hyperaware of every fold of fabric and every accidental brush of my own arms.

Abraham watched all of this with maddening steadiness.

At the curb, as the car door opened, he said, “Easy.”

“I hate you.”

“No, you don’t.”

“That line is getting old.”

“It keeps being true.”

The ride back to Brooklyn passed in soft, miserable silence.

I sat gingerly because my body had become a collection of complaints. The city moved by in blurred afternoon light—parked cars, winter trees, women with shopping bags, men who did not know what pain cost when you paid for it voluntarily. Every now and then I caught my reflection in the window and had to look away because my mouth looked too swollen to be real and the whole thing threatened to become funny if I let it.

Abraham kept glancing over.

Finally I said, thickly, “Stop looking at me.”

“I’m checking on you.”

“You’re enjoying this.”

He considered that. “Some of it.”

I turned my head as much as the soreness allowed. “You are unbelievable.”

His gaze dropped to my mouth and then away again with such deliberate restraint that my whole body reacted like it had been struck with a tuning fork.

“Not that part,” he said quietly.

Which, of course, made it much worse.

Back in the apartment, the warmth hit me first. Abraham must have turned the radiator up before we left, because the place was almost tropical by our standards. He got me to the couch like I was an injured debutante and disappeared into the kitchen before I could tell him to stop hovering.

I tried to sit normally and immediately regretted every choice that had led me here.

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered.

From the kitchen, he said, “Not on your new mouth.”

I laughed despite myself and then hissed because laughing pulled at my lips.

He came back with ice wrapped in a dish towel, water, painkillers, and one of my old oversized sweatshirts.

“Change,” he said.

“I can’t sit.”

“You can stand and complain in softer fabric.”

I took the sweatshirt from him and brushed his fingers by accident.

The contact landed far too vividly.

That should not have been possible while my whole body felt like it had been rearranged by dentistry and bad judgment, but apparently attraction—or whatever ugly, glittering version of it this was—did not care about my comfort.

I changed in the bathroom because privacy still existed in theory, then shuffled back to the couch and arranged myself in a way that hurt least and looked least pathetic. Abraham sat beside me but not touching, handing me the ice first for my mouth, then repositioning it when I did it wrong.

“You’re holding it too high.”

“I am icing my own face.”

“Badly.”

He adjusted the towel-wrapped ice against my lower lip with infuriating gentleness.

There were very few things in this world more dangerous than Billy being kind.

Abraham being kind was somehow worse, because it arrived without flirtation. No wink. No joke to break tension. Just practical care rendered with enough attention to make every nerve under my skin wake up and misbehave.

“You should’ve told me it would hurt like this,” I mumbled.

“I did.”

“Not like this.”

His mouth moved. “You wouldn’t have come.”

I wanted to argue.

I couldn’t, because he was right.

He handed me water. Then pills. Then, after one assessing glance, disappeared again and returned with one of the round velvet pillows from my bed so I could sit with less pressure on the lower filler.

I stared at him.

He shrugged. “I know your apartment.”

“Our apartment,” I corrected.

Something shifted behind his eyes, soft and quick.

“Yes,” he said. “Our apartment.”

That should not have felt as intimate as it did.

I sat there in his borrowed care, oversized sweatshirt, swollen mouth, aching body, and watched him move around the kitchen making soup from two things that had no business becoming soup. He chopped. Heated broth. Added ginger because he claimed swelling respected ritual if not science.

Checked on me every few minutes without making a ceremony out of it. Brought me a spoon and then took it back when he remembered I couldn’t open my mouth properly without wanting to die.

“I look ridiculous,” I said.

He did not answer immediately.

He brought the bowl to the coffee table, sat across from me, and looked at me with that horrible, quiet concentration he seemed to reserve for moments when he knew I was close to saying something too honest.

“No,” he said finally. “You look sore.”

“That’s not the same.”

“It is today.”

I held the ice at my mouth and looked away because my face had gone hot everywhere not currently numbed.

He leaned back in the chair. “You were brave.”

“That’s disgusting. Don’t say that.”

He almost smiled. “All right. You were disciplined.”

That was worse somehow. Much worse.

He must have seen it land, because his tone changed just slightly, less clinical, more him beneath the suit.

“You did something hard,” he said. “And you did it because it mattered.”

I looked at him.

The room had gone soft around the edges in that way our apartment sometimes did at night, all weak lamp light and radiator hiss and too much history packed into too little square footage. Brooklyn again. The place where masks were supposed to loosen.

But I felt Winona everywhere. In the tenderness of my chest. The altered pull of fabric across my hips. The ache at my mouth. The hot new piercings in my ears. The weight of my hair.

I felt, with growing horror, that the body had indeed begun to participate.

And the person caring for me through it all was not some abstract cofounder or rich husband fantasy. It was Abraham/Billy, moving around the apartment like my pain had an address in him.

When he came to replace the melted ice with fresh, he crouched in front of me instead of standing.

The position changed everything.

He was eye level now, close, the clean scent of his shirt and soap mixing with broth and the white tea candle we had not lit but that somehow the room always smelled faintly of anyway. He held the fresh towel-wrapped pack carefully.

“This may sting.”

I laughed weakly with half my mouth and regretted it.

His eyes flicked to my lips. Then up again.

For one second neither of us moved.

The air between us tightened.

Then he touched the ice lightly to my mouth and all the ache and gratitude and confusion in me collapsed into one unbearable thought:

I was falling harder for him exactly when I should have been running.

Not because he was handsome. Though he was. Not because the room had believed us. Though that had changed things too.

Because he knew how to handle me when I was fragile without making me feel small.

As Wyatt, that mattered more than I liked to admit.

As Winona, it was devastating.

“You should rest,” he said quietly.

I stared at him.

He held the ice in place another second too long. Or maybe exactly as long as he meant to.

Then he stood.

Later, after soup and more ice and one ugly, sleepy hour half-curled on the couch with a blanket over my legs and Abraham answering emails at the table like this was all normal, I went to the bathroom and looked at myself again.

My lips were still swollen. Of course they were. Dr. Vale had warned me about that. My body still hurt in a series of expensive little ways. Of course it did. But beneath the swelling, beneath the soreness and the absurdity and the panic, I could see the shape of the correction.

Not final. Not settled. Not fully mine yet.

But there.

The question came to me not as panic this time, but as appetite wearing a lab coat.

What else?

I stood in the narrow bathroom with my sore ears and fuller mouth and aching body and let the thought bloom fully for the first time.

What else could be done.

Not because Abraham wanted it. Though he probably did.

Not because the room required it. Though the room would reward it.

Because somewhere between the first dress, the first dinner, the first fusion bonds, the first pierced ears, and the first needle entering my mouth, I had begun to understand something Dr. Vale had said and hated her for being right.

The image and the self were no longer in argument.

They were negotiating.

When I came back out, Abraham looked up from the table.

“How is it?” he asked.

I should have said, terrible. Or manageable. Or I hate you.

Instead I heard myself ask, “If this settles well… what comes next?”

He went very still.

Not triumphant. Not surprised. Just still, in that way he got when the future had just opened a door he’d been waiting beside for some time.

Then he set his pen down carefully and said, “We can talk about that.”

The gentle answer should have soothed me.

It didn’t.

It thrilled me.


Chapter 5
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BY THE TIME my mouth settled into its new shape, I had stopped flinching every time I caught my reflection. That was not a small thing.

For the first week after Dr. Vale, I’d been a hostage to swelling, tenderness, and regret conducted at theatrical volume. My lips had looked too full, then uneven, then suspiciously good in certain lights, which was somehow more frightening than looking ridiculous. My hips and ass had remained tender in secret little flares that made sitting a negotiation. My chest had gone from sore to simply present, not large enough to announce itself, just enough to alter the line under silk and knitwear and make some tops suddenly stop arguing with me.

Then healing did what healing does when you stop staring at it every four minutes.

It normalized.

My ears stopped burning from the fresh piercings and became part of the routine instead of an injury. The extensions stopped feeling like foreign attachments and started feeling like hair. The lip filler softened into a mouth I kept touching in mirrors when I thought no one was watching. The body filler settled enough that clothes began to hang differently without needing explanation.

That was the quiet terror of it.

Nothing about me had become cartoonish or dramatic. I had not emerged from the apartment as some entirely different creature. I had simply become more coherent. More likely to continue the sentence the room had already started reading.

And the more coherence I gained publicly, the more dangerous my private life became.

Because once the pain was gone, all that remained was pleasure and habit and the small, secret fact that I liked softness much more than I was supposed to.

The morning Abraham announced we were moving into “maintenance and refinement” as if I were an investment property, I was standing in the bathroom in Brooklyn wearing only underwear and one of his old T-shirts, brushing my hair slowly enough to feel every inch of the length Vivian had fused into my scalp.

The mirror was steamed at the corners. The radiator hissed in the other room. Sun leaked weakly through the frosted window. It should have been an ordinary morning.

Instead it felt intimate in the most humiliating way possible.

My hair fell over one shoulder in a heavy, smooth line. My mouth, healed now, looked like mine if mine had been handled with care instead of left to fend for itself. The outline of my body beneath the oversized shirt had changed just enough that my own eye now landed differently on my waist, my hips, the suggestion above my chest.

I should have been horrified.

I was, unfortunately, preoccupied with the fact that I looked good.

Not objective-model good. Not impossibly feminine. Good in the way that mattered more. Good enough to make me pause. Good enough to produce that private, ruinous little pulse of satisfaction I had started getting whenever a blouse skimmed my body right or I saw my side profile under hallway light and didn’t immediately want to correct it out of existence.

I was still standing there with the brush in my hand when Abraham knocked on the bathroom door.

“Winona.”

I shut my eyes.

“Yes?”

“Coffee.”

“I’m in the bathroom.”

“Yes,” he said. “And you’ve been in there eight minutes longer than hair requires unless you’re spiraling or admiring yourself.”

I opened the door.

He stood in the hall with two mugs, fully dressed, offensive in his composure. Black trousers, cream sweater, watch at the wrist, expression just on the far side of smug.

I took the coffee with as much dignity as a person in underwear and someone else’s T-shirt could.

“You’re impossible.”

“No,” he said, gaze flicking over my face once, then lower, then away with that maddening discipline of his. “You’re healing.”

That should not have landed as softly as it did.

He walked back toward the kitchen. I followed because Brooklyn apartments didn’t really allow anyone to exit a moment without carrying the whole thing into the next room.

The place looked more and more like a beautiful scam had taken root in it. Racks of clothing had multiplied. Garment bags. Shoe boxes. Receipts tucked under candles. Cosmetic products ranked along the bathroom shelf like tiny little altars to maintenance. Mood boards on the table. Press mentions printed out in a stack. A velvet tray on the counter holding my new earrings in matched pairs. Even the air felt more curated lately—coffee, heat, white tea, and expensive fabric.

Abraham had started calling this “our operational environment.”

I called it clutter in a silk scarf.

He set his mug down and pointed at the far end of the living room. “Training.”

I stared at him. “I just woke up.”

“And?”

“I haven’t even had breakfast.”

“You’ve had coffee.”

“That is not food.”

“It’s enough for posture.”

I hated him.

Or whatever version of hate included watching the way the cream sweater sat over his shoulders and feeling something low in my stomach misbehave.

Training had changed since the beginning. At first it had been awkward, humiliating, and so full of correction that I felt like an animal being taught house manners by someone with a private grudge.

Now it was worse, because I was better at it. Better meant fewer overt mistakes. Fewer mistakes meant Abraham’s corrections got smaller, subtler, more intimate. A wrist angle. A pause before a smile. The exact degree of chin lift that separated hauteur from nerves. The way to take up a doorway without looking like I was demanding one.

That morning he made me practice receiving people.

“Again,” he said from the couch, where he sat with a legal pad like an enraged ballet master.

“I have walked through this doorway six times.”

“And six times you’ve announced yourself like a litigator.”

“I’m entering a room.”

“You’re attacking one.”

I turned and did it again.

This time I slowed, one hand light on the frame, shoulders relaxed, gaze lifting before the rest of me followed. I crossed the room without rushing, stopped beside the armchair, and waited.

Abraham set down the pen.

“Better,” he said.

The word made something humiliatingly pleased flutter in me.

He noticed.

Of course he did.

“Now sit.”

I sat.

He sighed.

“What?”

“You still drop all your intelligence into your knees first.”

I looked at him blankly.

He stood, crossed the space between us, and reached down for my hand.

Not dramatic. Not tender. Just necessary, as he would have described it if asked. But the moment his fingers closed around mine, my whole body became aware of itself in layers.

He drew me up, repositioned me half a step to the left, then stood close enough behind me that I could feel the heat off him through the thin cotton of his sweater.

“Again,” he said quietly.

I sat.

He touched two fingers lightly between my shoulder blades.

“Not there first.”

Then one hand, barely there, at my waist.

“Here.”

My breath caught.

He noticed that too, because apparently the universe had decided I needed to spend this phase of my life under expert observation.

“Relax,” he murmured.

“You are making that impossible.”

“I know.”

The honesty of it went through me like a pin.

I sat again.

This time he nodded.

“Yes,” he said. “Now you look like the furniture belongs to you.”

“I’m going to stab you with your own pen.”

“No, you won’t.”

He moved back to the couch. I stayed standing for a second longer than necessary because getting away from his hands felt less urgent lately, which was its own category of problem.

We spent the next hour on speech.

Not pitch language. Social language.

That was Abraham’s current obsession: making sure I could survive rooms without defaulting to over-explanation or New Jersey speed.

“People reveal themselves in silence,” he said, pacing the rug. “If you answer too quickly, you lose the chance to watch them choose what they think you are.”

“That sounds manipulative.”

“It is manipulative.”

He asked me questions and made me answer with fewer words than instinct wanted.

Where did you study?
“Switzerland, mostly.”

Mostly where?
“Around.”

That got a tiny flicker of approval.

Do you miss Europe?
“Sometimes. I miss privacy more.”

Good.

Do you invest personally?
“I prefer influence to portfolios.”

Good.

What does femininity mean to your brand?
“A system people pretend is instinct.”

That one made him stop pacing.

He looked at me for a long second, something unreadable moving in his expression.

Then: “Again.”

I crossed my arms.

He pointed. “No.”

I dropped them.

That was another thing that had changed. He no longer needed to correct some habits verbally. My body had learned his disapproval faster than my pride could object. I would catch myself mid-gesture and fix it before he said anything. Shoulder. Ankles. Chin. Voice. The pauses.

This should have horrified me more than it did.

Instead it felt, more often than not, like being translated.

By noon, he decided I had earned shopping.

He did not call it that.

He called it calibration.

“Fifth Avenue first,” he said, collecting his coat. “Then SoHo.”

I should have argued.

Instead my pulse did a little anticipatory thing I refused to classify, because there is no dignified word for the private thrill of knowing you are about to go into Manhattan not as yourself but as the better-edited lie you secretly prefer.

The weather had gone sharp and bright, the kind of winter day New York used to polish itself to a blade. Fifth Avenue was all glass and flags and polished doors and women who looked as if they had been taught not to feel weather below a certain income threshold.

Abraham walked half a pace beside me, close enough to suggest intimacy, far enough to avoid vulgarity. He’d taught me that distance too. Couples in our category, he said, did not cling. They moved as if proximity had already been negotiated.

We stopped first at a department store where the sales associates looked expensive enough to bill by the glance. The lighting was soft, forgiving, and criminally effective. Cashmere breathed on tables. Leather handbags perched like corrected sins. Perfume hovered in curated clouds around marble counters.

I should have been resistant.

I wasn’t.

That was the problem with this stage of the thing. The more healed I became, the less everything felt like performance and the more it felt like appetite finally having a language.

A saleswoman with serene cheekbones approached.

“Good afternoon.”

Abraham answered first. “We’re refining daywear.”

Not shopping. Refining.

The saleswoman’s eyes moved over me and lit with professional understanding. “Of course.”

I let her lead me through racks of soft neutrals and dark clean lines while Abraham watched like a man evaluating the acquisition of a minor principality. Cashmere. Silk. Fine-knit dresses. Trousers cut to skim. Long wool coats that changed the entire quality of how one occupied a sidewalk.

I touched fabrics and felt a ridiculous, almost aching tenderness toward them. Softness had become dangerous because it no longer looked frivolous to me. It looked like possibility.

In the fitting room, I tried on a cream turtleneck dress that made my new shape obvious enough to frighten me.

I stood in the mirror with the overhead light making every decision look expensive and put my hands flat against my thighs just to keep from touching the curve where none had used to be.

Cute, I thought again.

Then prettier than cute.

Then I got angry at myself and changed.

Abraham was waiting outside when I emerged in the next look, a dark skirt and pale blouse with a coat over both.

He looked up.

Stopped.

Not for long. Abraham never indulged anything so undisciplined as gawking. But he stopped.

The saleswoman noticed. Her smile sharpened by one expert degree.

“That line is wonderful on her,” she said.

Abraham didn’t take his eyes off me. “Yes.”

My face warmed.

The saleswoman drifted tactfully away because women in luxury retail had doctorates in profitable discretion.

I turned once in front of the mirror outside the fitting rooms, half because I wanted the angle, half because I wanted Abraham’s reaction and hated myself for wanting it.

“You like it,” he said.

That I did not deny.

“It’s…” I searched for something less revealing than right. “Useful.”

His mouth curved. “Liar.”

I looked at my reflection instead of him.

The truth was worse than liking the dress. I liked the person the dress implied. The person who woke up and reached for silk without irony. Who knew which heel height meant breakfast versus dinner. Who wore earrings because her ears had been pierced not as a whim but as policy. Who moved through the city as if beauty were not a debt but a birthright.

By the time we left Fifth Avenue with two garment bags and one bag small enough to hold expensive destruction in tissue paper, my resistance had already thinned.

SoHo finished the job.

If Fifth Avenue was old power performing ease, SoHo was younger appetite with better branding. We went to Vivian’s studio first, because Abraham said fit mattered more than thrill, and Vivian, because God loves drama, made me try on everything again under her supervision and reject two pieces I had privately loved for being “too eager.”

“Your taste improves when properly supervised,” she said.

“I would rather be concussed.”

“Yes,” she said. “But you would be concussed in better wool.”

Afterward, Abraham took me three doors down to a tiny fragrance shop I had admired from outside before but never entered because it looked like one of those stores where they could smell your bank balance through the glass.

Inside, the whole room was wood and amber light and bottles arranged like theology.

I turned slowly, taking it in.

Abraham watched me.

“What?” I asked.

“You stop looking frightened in rooms the second beauty is involved.”

That annoyed me because it was true.

A sales associate approached, murmured something about iris and skin musk and dry tea notes, and before I could say I was only browsing, Abraham said, “She needs something intimate. Expensive, but not loud.”

She needs.

I should have objected.

Instead I let the associate place paper strips in my hand and guide me through scents that smelled like money, smoke, rose stem, suede, cold air, gardenia, grief, clean skin, damp books, velvet, and winter light on a dressing table.

One fragrance made me close my eyes.

Not floral, exactly. Soft. Creamy at first. Then a cool edge beneath it. Iris, maybe. Something powder-adjacent without becoming old. Something that smelled like a private room and a good secret.

Abraham saw my face change.

“That one,” he said.

I opened my eyes. “It’s too much.”

“It’s exactly enough.”

The associate smiled the smile of a woman watching a sale become inevitable.

The bottle went in the bag.

I told myself I hated him for that.

What I actually hated was how easily he could identify the things that fit me before I had the nerve to claim them.

By late afternoon, we were back downtown for coffee and a stolen hour in a hotel lounge where no one asked whether we belonged because we looked like we were late to something expensive. I sat with my new perfume in its bag by my chair, one hand around the saucer, and watched women move through the room in cashmere and light makeup and strategic indifference.

I used to think femininity was mostly visual. Hair, clothes, body, face. The obvious things.

Now I understood it had timing too.

The slight delay before a smile. The way women touched glasses by the stem. The right amount of eye contact to suggest confidence without invitation. The absence of haste. The way softness, when done correctly, became a form of command.

I had spent years hating parts of this from the outside because I thought it was artifice.

Now I was beginning to understand artifice as a discipline and that was worse.

Abraham was checking his phone when he said, almost casually, “We’ve had two more press inquiries.”

I looked up. “What?”

He set the phone down. “Not interviews. Whispers. A beauty editor wants background. A startup newsletter wants color on the founders. And someone at a style column described you as ‘the reclusive Luxembourg beauty strategist behind that strange elite transformation venture everyone is murmuring about.’”

My pulse jumped.

“That is disgusting.”

“It’s excellent.”

“I don’t want a style column.”

“You want mystique. This is how mystique scales.”

I should have hated that too.

Instead, a humiliating warm thrill went through me.

Not because of attention by itself. I had never craved generic attention. That felt cheap, sticky, public in the wrong way. But this was different. This was being read correctly, or correctly enough to matter. Being turned into rumor. Into a woman someone would mention over drinks and half-get wrong in a way that only made the mythology stronger.

“What did you tell them?” I asked.

“Very little.”

“Good.”

He looked at me with mild approval. “Exactly.”

He’d started seeding me into the city like a rare product launch. Not oversaturating. Never oversaturating. Just enough glimpses. A dinner here. A mention there. A photograph where my face was half turned and impossible to caption without projecting onto it. A quote short enough to be elegant and vague enough to be reused.

By the end of the week, there were already subtle signs of it working.

A woman at another investor lunch said she’d “heard Winona was impossible to get time with.” A young founder at a private cocktail event asked whether my “method” would ever become available outside invitation. One style assistant in SoHo pretended not to know who I was and then said “of course” in exactly the way that meant she had known perfectly well.

Rooms had started to prepare for me.

That was exhilarating.

It was also, privately, changing what I wanted from my own hours.

When I was alone in the apartment now, I did not immediately strip off every element of Winona and go back to some rougher neutral Wyatt baseline. Instead I lingered. Silk robe. Earring selection. Perfume on the wrists. Hair brushed out slowly. A better moisturizer. A nightgown I’d bought in a moment of weakness and hidden in a drawer beneath old T-shirts as if desire could be laundered by proximity to cotton.

I had begun doing little things no one required.

That was the dangerous line.

Not what Abraham asked me to wear. What I reached for when he wasn’t watching.

One afternoon, alone in Brooklyn while he was downtown “handling deck strategy,” I put on the perfume from SoHo just to smell it on my own skin and then spent ten full minutes standing in the bathroom in a pale camisole watching how my mouth looked when I smiled without meaning to.

That was when my phone rang.

Nadine.

I stared at the screen for a second too long before answering.

Nadine Mercer had known me before Brooklyn, before Billy, before any of this had language. We’d met in New Jersey at a time in our lives when survival looked like half-serious jobs, cheap eyeliner, and every bad decision feeling temporary because youth is a narcotic.

Nadine had always been the kind of woman who could clock a lie from three counties away and still sit beside you while you told it, just to see how far you’d commit.

She also had no patience for reinvention theater unless she believed the new version was truer than the old one.

Which made her, at this exact point in my life, a problem.

I answered on the fourth ring. “Hey.”

There was a beat.

Then Nadine said, “Okay, first of all, whose voice is that?”

I closed my eyes.

“It’s my voice.”

“No,” she said. “It’s your voice doing customer service at a duchess level. What the hell is going on with you?”

I leaned against the bathroom sink and looked at myself in the mirror while she said it. Hair done. Cami. Perfume. Mouth fuller. Eyes lined just enough because I’d been experimenting earlier and forgot to wipe it off.

The sight of myself while hearing her blunt Jersey voice hit me so hard I almost laughed.

“What do you want, Nadi?”

“What do I want? Babe, I want an explanation for why one of my friends sent me a screenshot from some dumb startup newsletter asking if this mysterious Lady Winona is you.”

My entire body went cold.

“What?”

“Oh, don’t even. The second I saw the mouth I knew there was some bullshit happening.”

The mouth.

I swallowed.

“It isn’t—”

“Don’t lie to me.”

I sat down on the closed toilet lid because my knees had gone odd.

Nadine heard the silence and, because she was still Nadine, softened exactly one degree.

“Wyatt,” she said. “What are you doing?”

That question should have been simple.

It wasn’t.

How was I supposed to explain that what started as a scam had become a discipline and then an appetite and then a room I stepped into more easily than the old one? That the dress-up part had turned serious somewhere between pierced ears and healed lips? That I liked who I was becoming in ways I could not admit without shattering some older arrangement of myself I had spent years protecting through mockery?

“It’s a business thing,” I said weakly.

She laughed once. Not kindly.

“Business thing? Bitch, the internet thinks you’re a rich European heiress.”

“That is unfortunately adjacent to the business thing.”

“Oh my God.”

I could picture her pinching the bridge of her nose. She did that when the world made her feel maternally violent.

“Start over,” she said. “From the beginning.”

That startled me enough to pull a real laugh from my throat.

Nadine heard that too.

“There you are,” she said quietly. “Now talk.”

So I did.

Not all of it. I wasn’t brave enough for all of it yet. I gave her the external skeleton first. The beauty venture. The investor dinners. The fake heiress concept. The power-couple branding. Billy becoming Abraham. The strategic silences. The wardrobe. The training. The procedures, though I said “small things” and she, being Nadine, said, “Your lips are not a small thing, sweetheart.”

By the time I got to the end of the clean version, she had gone silent.

Then she said, “And how much of this is the scam, and how much of this is you finally doing something you’ve wanted to do since forever?”

The question landed like a slap.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Cut the shit.”

“Nadine.”

“No, seriously. Cut it. It sounds dangerous.” Her voice sharpened.

“You’re being paranoid.”

“I’m being from New Jersey, which means I’m correct and loud.”

I looked at myself in the mirror again and wished I couldn’t.

Nadine exhaled. When she spoke next, she sounded less amused and more dangerous.

“Do you like it?”

I should have lied.

I opened my mouth and no lie came out.

Nadine made a small sound. Not surprise. More like confirmation.

“Oh,” she said.

I hated how exposed that tiny syllable made me feel.

“It’s not—”

“Don’t tell me what it isn’t. Tell me what it is.”

I stood abruptly and paced the narrow bathroom because sitting still had become impossible.

“It’s easier,” I said finally, hating how inadequate it sounded.

“Easier how?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do.”

I stopped at the mirror and stared at my own face while I answered.

“When I’m Winona,” I said slowly, “things line up.”

Silence.

My own words seemed to hang in the little bathroom and change the air pressure.

Nadine was quiet long enough that I thought maybe I’d lost her.

Then she said, much gentler than before, “Baby.”

I nearly cried from that alone and got angry about it immediately.

“No,” I said. “Don’t.”

“I’m not doing anything.”

“You are.”

“All I’m doing,” she said, “is not acting shocked that maybe this is more than a con.”

I leaned both hands on the sink.

There was a version of this conversation where she laughed at me. Or pitied me. Or called it a phase. Or warned me Billy had gotten too far into my head and now I was confusing strategy with identity.

Instead she sounded like someone setting a glass object down very carefully.

“What do you want?” she asked.

That question again. Worse this time.

Because in a room, with Abraham, I could always route desire through strategy. Better fit. Better passability. Better coherence. Brand logic. Aesthetic calibration.

Nadine refused to let me hide in any of that.

I stared into the mirror at my own face—mouth I liked, eyes too bright, hair that softened me, a body no longer fully neutral under the camisole—and the answer came so fast it hurt.

“I want to keep going,” I whispered.

There it was.

No euphemism. No deck language. No room strategy.

Just that.

On the phone, Nadine went quiet again.

Then, softly, “Okay.”

I blinked hard. “That’s it?”

“What else do you want from me? A medal? A church bell? I said okay.”

“You’re not mad?”

“At what?” she asked. “At the scam? Maybe a little. At Billy? Obviously. At you for sounding more like yourself than you have in years? No.”

I laughed wetly, which was humiliating and gross and very not Winona of me.

Nadine let me have it.

Then she said, “Listen to me. If you’re doing this because he told you who to be, I’ll come to Brooklyn and beat his ass in shoes that hurt me. But if you’re doing this because he opened a door and you walked through it, that’s your business.”

A door.

It was almost exactly what I had begun privately suspecting and refusing to name.

“I hate when you’re smart,” I muttered.

“I know.”

We talked another half hour. About practical things. About how press would mutate if it smelled vulnerability. About how fake heiress rumors were maybe the funniest possible way for me to have a gender event. About Abraham, who Nadine referred to only as “your evil Ken Doll.” About money. About safety. About whether I needed her to visit and be normal at me for a weekend.

By the time we hung up, the apartment had shifted back into view around me. The radiator. The sink. My perfume on the counter. One gold earring beside the toothbrush cup. My own reflection, still there, waiting.

I stood in the bathroom a long time after the call ended.

Then I did something small and unforgivable.

I opened the drawer beneath the sink, took out the pale silk slip I had hidden there after buying it in SoHo, and put it on under my robe even though I was alone.

Not for a room.

Not for Abraham.

Not for press whispers or passability or the company.

For me.

The silk settled over my body with a cool little sigh. The line of it over my hips felt so correct I almost had to sit down.

When Abraham came home an hour later, I was in the kitchen making tea in the slip under the robe, hair up, earrings in, perfume at my throat, not because anyone would see but because I wanted to feel the shape of those choices on my own skin.

He stopped in the doorway.

Not dramatically.

Just enough.

His eyes took in the robe, the earring glint, the fact that I had done all this in private without him.

That was what changed his face.

Not lust. Not surprise.

Recognition.

“Press called again,” he said after a moment, setting his keys down.

I looked at the kettle instead of him. “And?”

“They want a quote.”

“Give them one.”

His silence moved over me like a hand.

Then: “You smell like the SoHo bottle.”

I wanted the floor to open.

“It was there.”

“Liar.”

I turned.

He was still by the door, coat on, city cold clinging faintly to him, expression unreadable in the way that meant it probably wasn’t unreadable at all if I were less of a coward.

“What’s the quote?” I asked.

He did not answer immediately.

He was still looking at me.

Finally he said, “They asked what the company believes about transformation.”

I held his gaze because I was getting tired of being the first to break it.

“And what do we believe?”

A beat.

Then he said, very quietly, “That some women are not made. They are recognized.”

The kettle shrieked between us.

Neither of us moved for one long, awful second.

Then I turned to the stove because if I stayed facing him, something in my life was going to become impossible to walk back.

The tea tasted like nothing.

My pulse tasted like everything.


Chapter 6
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MONEY changed the apartment before it changed us. Not morally. We had already crossed that border. Logistically. The first real cash came in folded inside a leather portfolio from a man in Tribeca who smiled like he had invented appetite and wanted a private position before the category turned vulgar.

The second came via Lora, not in literal bills but in a structure so soft around the edges it might as well have been a blessing delivered in hundred-dollar bands.

Then Miles, who insisted on being useful and therefore became dangerous, and then two more private placements through rooms I had only been allowed to enter because Manhattan had decided Lady Winona de Lannoy was real enough to sit near other people’s money.

We had insisted on discretion.

Not wires where possible. Not eager documentation. Quiet capital. Private basis. Cash-heavy commitments for the earliest “closed circle” rounds, which Abraham sold as a strategic tax shield and privacy premium. A higher dividend structure in exchange for lower visibility, lower regulatory noise, and higher personal upside when the company formalized its expansion. He said this in low, clean language over expensive dinners while I sat beside him in silk and let my silence do half the work.

The truth was uglier and simpler.

Lady Winona de Lannoy did not have a bank account.

Abraham Sinclair did not either, not one that could stand prolonged sunlight.

Our legal reality and our social reality had never been the same shape. So Abraham—because it was Abraham now in all matters involving capital, Billy too feral and too funny to be trusted with phrasing—turned that weakness into an incentive. Privacy. Discretion. Higher returns for a closed group willing to move early and move quietly. The IRS became part of the pitch; not fear exactly, just a flattering little murmur that old money and smart money knew the advantages of distance.

And investors, being both greedy and vain, loved feeling invited into something slightly illicit if the upholstery was good enough.

So the money arrived.

Cash basis, where possible. Quiet envelopes. Withdrawals structured from family offices and “personal liquidity events.” One woman sent a man with a watch worth a mortgage and a garment bag that turned out to contain ten wrapped bricks of bills like we were starring in an art film about late capitalism.

The first thing Abraham did was pay off three maxed-out cards and the overdue ConEd bill.

The second thing he did was pay Vivian her first royalty advance.

The third thing he did was order proper accounting folders in cream linen stock because, according to him, fraud should never live in ugly stationery.

I watched all this happen from the dining table in our Brooklyn apartment while dressed in a cashmere set I would once have called absurd and now called Tuesday. The apartment still had its old bones—cracked mirror, sticky bathroom door, radiator that hissed like a hostile witness—but now there was cash in lockboxes hidden under floorboards and behind winter coats, garment bags with dresses that belonged to a woman who made rooms pause, and a stack of paid statements on the table that made survival feel less improvisational than it had in years.

We were still criminals.

We were just current on our credit cards now.

Abraham stood at the counter one morning with a mug of coffee and a legal pad, moving numbers around while sunlight caught the gold rim of his glasses. He only wore glasses when he wanted to look especially expensive and especially tired, which in Manhattan often read as genius.

“Thirty-two percent of the current liquid stays off-books,” he said. “Another fifteen is wardrobe and presentation, because they’re not investing in a service, they’re investing in visual inevitability. We build reserves for event spend, retainers, and private hospitality. Dividends promised stay theoretical until formalization.”

I looked up from my own coffee. “You say that like a prayer.”

“It’s a budget.”

“It’s a scam.”

He smiled without looking up. “Those are not mutually exclusive.”

There was cash in the apartment. That fact changed the air. Not because we were suddenly rich. We weren’t. Real richness was slower and cleaner and better laundered. But because cash made fantasy tangible. The stack of paid bills. The black envelope in the kitchen drawer. The garment rack upgraded from chaos to curation. The fact that Abraham had quietly replaced our chipped espresso cups with porcelain from a downtown shop and I had only realized three days later when I caught myself admiring the curve of the handle.

Money, like femininity, turned out to have defaults.

And Manhattan believed us now. Not tentatively. Not as an amusing rumor. As an active proposition. We had become one of those names people said over drinks in the city’s better rooms with a little angle of fascination.

Have you met Winona de Lannoy?
That strange transformation venture?
Abraham Sinclair’s woman?
No, not wife. Better. Founder.

The language changed depending on the room, but the result was the same. Doors opened earlier. Hosts remembered us. Tables were found. Assistants called back.

By the time we stepped out that Thursday night for another downtown event—this one a rooftop cocktail thing in Tribeca pretending to be about women in beauty innovation while actually being about money deciding what wanted to wear lipstick next—the city had already arranged itself to receive us.

I wore a black column dress with long sleeves and a slit low enough to be elegant, not thirsty. Diamond studs—not real, but real enough. Hair smooth and down, heavy over one shoulder. Perfume at the wrists and behind the ears. My body had settled into itself after Dr. Vale’s work in ways I was still learning not to react to every time I caught a side angle. Nothing theatrical. Just line. Help. Cooperation. The body participating.

Abraham wore midnight charcoal and an expression of such controlled attentiveness that women trusted him and men wanted to know how much money he had access to. The effect, together, was ruthless.

We took a car into Manhattan because founders did not smell like train brakes and wet strangers unless the branding called for authenticity theater. The city outside the window gleamed like an expensive lie told often enough to harden into weather.

Abraham sat beside me with one hand resting loosely on his knee. Not touching. Never too much before the room. Couples at our altitude, he had explained once, were not needy in public. Need was private. Publicly, they radiated inevitability.

“Tonight,” he said, “we don’t chase anyone.”

I looked out at the avenue. “We ever chase?”

“Yes,” he said dryly. “You just prefer to call it atmosphere.”

That got a small smile out of me.

He noticed.

“Good,” he said. “Keep that and use it sparingly.”

I rolled my eyes. “Do you ever stop directing me?”

“Do you ever stop needing it?”

That should not have landed like a hand at my throat.

I turned toward the window and let the city flash over my face instead.

The rooftop had river views and impossible flowers and bartenders with cheekbones. Music low enough to imply expense. The kind of crowd that made normal people feel underdressed in their own skin. Venture women in black silk. Men in careful jackets. A beauty editor in white satin pretending to hate the whole thing while positioning herself in the best light.

The room shifted when we arrived.

Not dramatically. Manhattan didn’t gasp; it recalibrated. People looked. Then looked again in a more expensive way.

The trick to being believed in New York, I had learned, wasn’t perfection.

It was continuity.

You entered one room correctly. Then another. Then another. You were seen by enough people who considered themselves good judges of quality that eventually your existence stopped being hypothetical. The city didn’t need proof after that. It only needed repetition.

“Abraham.”
“Lady Winona.”
“So glad you made it.”
“Wonderful to see you both.”

Hands. Air kisses. Introductions to new people whose names I would remember only by their strategic usefulness. And always that tiny little pause on first contact when people organized us into what they needed: money, taste, aspiration, access, intimacy, the promise of a future version of themselves.

Manhattan believed.

It believed because the body no longer fought the dress. Because my earrings were real in my ears now. Because my mouth held lipstick differently. Because I had learned to stop over-answering. Because Abraham knew exactly when to touch the small of my back and when not to. Because our paid-off bills and hidden envelopes of cash had made us calmer in ways even fear could not fully counterfeit.

And because somewhere under all of it, I had stopped performing Lady Winona long enough for her to become the easiest person in the room to be.

We circulated.

An investor from Chelsea with a wife twenty years younger asked discreetly whether the early cash basis would remain open for “friends and family types who value privacy.” Abraham said perhaps, if the fit was right. Translation: yes, if you keep flattering me.

A woman from a beauty fund asked whether we were considering product expansion yet. I said only this: “Products are the least interesting part of transformation. But eventually people do want artifacts.” She stared at me as if I had said something smarter than I had.

Miles found us near the bar, slightly flushed from either excitement or his own attempts to seem less excited.

“You two are impossible to get time with now,” he said.

Abraham smiled faintly. “Scarcity is respect for everyone’s schedule.”

Miles laughed too fast, because he still believed in us sincerely enough to be useful.

The money had made him bolder. He spoke more openly now about “positioning ahead of the market” and “closed early circles” and how lucky he felt to be included before formalization. I should have felt guilt every time he said things like that.

I did feel some.

But guilt is a very weak sensation in a room full of admiration when the person beside you looks like Abraham and the skyline is reflecting off your champagne.

Later, near the terrace edge, a woman in severe cream introduced herself as Genevieve Voss.

The name hit Abraham first. I saw it in the minute stillness that passed through his shoulders before he turned toward her with perfect composure.

Genevieve was the kind of woman who made lesser women over-apply lipstick and lesser men over-explain themselves. Mid-forties, maybe. Beautiful in a way that had nothing girlish in it. Hair cut with surgical intent. Ivory silk blouse beneath a coat the exact color of expensive bone. Mouth too disciplined to ever call lush. Eyes that missed nothing and forgave less. She did not arrive socially. She appeared, fully armed, and let everyone else realize too late they had become part of her environment.

“Abraham Sinclair,” she said, offering her hand.

Her voice had that old-money flatness wealth sometimes acquired when it no longer needed to sparkle for anyone.

“And Lady Winona de Lannoy,” she added, turning to me.

I gave her my hand.

Her grip was cool and perfectly calibrated.

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” she said.

“That sounds dangerous,” I replied.

The corner of her mouth moved. “Only if the rumors are inaccurate.”

Abraham stepped lightly in. “Genevieve built Voss Atelier.”

Of course she had. I knew the name. Anyone in our increasingly chosen corner of beauty knew it. Quiet luxury aesthetics for women with old pain and new money. Private clinics. Product extensions so discreet they never admitted to being product extensions. Genevieve didn’t run a beauty brand so much as a social permission structure for women who wanted transformation without visible thirst.

Which meant she was exactly the kind of woman who could ruin us.

“It’s lovely to meet you,” I said.

“I doubt that,” she said. “But it may yet become true.”

There was no smile with it.

God, I liked her instantly and wanted her dead.

Genevieve accepted champagne from a passing tray and looked at us both with open curiosity. “You’ve made a remarkable amount of noise for something so young.”

Abraham took that one. “We prefer signal to noise.”

She cut her eyes toward him. “Do you.”

Then back to me.

“Lady Winona, tell me. Is your company actually about beauty, or is it simply about shame with better lighting?”

The question should have offended me.

Instead it sharpened me. This was not Miles. Not some hopeful boy investor looking to feel early. This was a predator testing blood.

I let one beat pass before answering.

“Most beauty businesses are already about shame,” I said. “We’re simply more honest about its architecture.”

Genevieve stared at me.

Then she laughed, once, low in her throat.

Abraham’s hand touched my back, barely there.

Approval. Warning. Pleasure. I could never quite separate those anymore.

Genevieve sipped her champagne. “How refreshing. You do know what you’re selling.”

“Do you?” Abraham asked smoothly.

She glanced at him like he was a decorative blade.

“I sell plausible deniability to women with taste,” she said. “What you two sell remains to be seen.”

That was the entire conversation and somehow it lasted twelve full minutes. She asked where I had spent most of my time in Europe. I said “between places,” which delighted her because it was either excellent breeding or exquisite bullshit. She asked whether our early capital structure was as private as people claimed. Abraham said privacy had become a premium in every category worth protecting. She observed that cash made men feel either very brave or very stupid. Abraham said ideally both.

She liked him less than she respected him.

She liked me more than was safe.

Not sexually, though maybe that too in some small, elegant way. More like she recognized something in me she found either promising or dangerous. Maybe both. Her eyes stayed on me one fraction too long each time Abraham spoke, as if checking whether I was an accessory, a strategy, or a person.

I had the terrifying thought that Genevieve Voss might be one of the few people in Manhattan capable of identifying the difference.

When she left us, she said, “You must come to dinner sometime. I’d love to see what happens when neither of you has a room to perform for.”

That line sat with me long after she moved away.

Abraham waited until she was gone before saying, very quietly, “She’s a problem.”

I kept my gaze on Genevieve’s retreating pale coat. “She’s good.”

He looked at me. “That was not admiration in your voice.”

“Yes, it was.”

He did not answer. Jealousy, I was learning, looked different on Abraham than on Billy. Billy would have made a joke or sharpened some line into flirtation. Abraham simply went still and efficient, like a machine detecting foreign interest in protected property.

The thought should have offended me.

Instead, in the cool dark on the terrace, with the skyline behind us and the city finally believing our names, it made heat move low through me in a way that was becoming impossible to explain away as nerves.

By the end of the night we had another informal commitment, one promise of “significant liquidity once the private structure remains discreet,” and three invitations that would have been social climbing fantasies six months earlier. The scam was thriving. Manhattan was buying. Cash was solving practical problems. And standing beside Abraham in public had become less like acting and more like participating in a weather system we had accidentally created and now could not walk out of without getting struck.

We did not go home right away.

That was Abraham’s idea, and I knew it before he said anything because he had been looking at me differently since Genevieve.

Not overtly. Never that. But with that small increase in attention he got when something had moved from theoretical to expensive.

“There’s a suite in SoHo under the company account,” he said in the car.

I looked at him. “We have a company account?”

He smiled faintly. “Semantics.”

“That means no.”

“That means yes.”

“I am not sleeping in a hotel because you’re in a mood.”

“You’re already in the mood with me.”

I stared at the side of his face as the car turned south.

He did not look back. That made it worse.

The hotel was the kind of place that called itself understated while charging for every square foot of understatement. Soft elevators. Hall carpets thick enough to quiet bad decisions. A suite with dark wood, low lamps, city view, and a bathroom bigger than my first college dorm. Abraham tipped the porter as if he had done it all his life.

Inside, the silence changed.

Hotel silence is not the same as apartment silence. It expects things.

I set my clutch down on the console by the door and turned slowly, taking in the room. One bed. Couch. Mini bar. A bowl of exact pears no one would eat. The city spread beneath the windows in glitter and black.

Abraham removed his jacket and laid it across a chair.

I stood by the entry in my black dress and did not move because movement felt like consent to some further category of consequence.

“You planned this,” I said.

“Yes.”

“That’s manipulative.”

“Yes.”

I should have been angrier than I was.

But the truth was, I had known on the terrace the second his hand settled at my back and Genevieve’s gaze stayed too long on me that the night had tilted. We had been performing intimacy for months now. Sitting too close. Entering rooms together. Exchanging private glances in public. Wearing the grammar of a couple so convincingly that Manhattan had started projecting love onto us because it made the story cleaner.

The problem with projecting love onto a room long enough is that eventually it settles on the people standing inside it.

Abraham walked to the bar and poured water into two glasses.

“Come here,” he said.

Not sharply. Not like an order. Worse—like a habit.

I went.

That alone should have scared me.

He handed me the glass. Our fingers brushed. My whole body noticed.

I drank because my mouth needed something to do besides betray me.

He leaned one hip against the console and looked at me with the kind of concentration that made every lie in my body straighten up.

“You were good with Genevieve,” he said.

“She liked you less.”

“She liked you more.”

I held the glass too tightly. “Maybe she just recognized quality.”

He laughed under his breath. “Now you’re flirting.”

“With Genevieve?”

“With danger.”

That shut me up.

The room was warm. The city beyond the window looked unreal enough to be invented just for people who liked to perform in front of it. My dress felt too precise. My earrings too bright. Abraham too close.

And I was so tired of pretending not to feel the exact difference between his public touch and his private restraint.

He set his own glass down first.

Then he stepped closer.

Not enough to trap me. Enough to make breathing require a decision.

“I want to know something,” he said.

I looked at him. “That sounds ominous.”

“It probably is.”

His gaze moved over my face, my mouth, then lower and back up again. Clean. Controlled. Far too careful for the amount of damage it did.

“When we’re in a room,” he said, “and I touch you, are you still acting?”

There was no answer to that which did not ruin my life in at least one direction.

So naturally I told the truth.

“Sometimes,” I said.

He waited.

“Sometimes not.”

The space between us changed shape.

He exhaled once, very quietly, as if I had just confirmed a suspicion he had been carrying like lit glass.

“Good,” he said.

“That is not a normal reaction.”

“I’m not normal.”

“No,” I said. “You really aren’t.”

His hand lifted then, slowly enough that I could have stepped back and not called it fear. He touched the line of hair over my shoulder, just the ends, the way he sometimes did in Brooklyn when he wanted to test the reality of me without asking for too much at once.

“This,” he said softly, letting the silk of it slide through his fingers, “is not acting.”

My whole body reacted so obviously I hated both of us.

He saw that too.

Of course he did.

His fingers moved from my hair to the side of my neck, just below the ear, where the perfume and my pulse lived too close together.

As Wyatt, a man touching me there would have been absurd. Threatening, even. Wrong in the usual ways. But I was not dressed as Wyatt. I was standing in a hotel suite in black silk, my body altered in tiny strategic collaborations, while Abraham looked at me as if he had built the room and was asking whether I wanted the rest of it.

The answer sat in me like a bruise.

“Yes,” I whispered, before I had properly decided to.

He stilled.

“What yes?” he asked, because of course he would make me suffer.

I swallowed. “Not acting.”

Something in his expression gave then. Not composure entirely. Just the part of it pretending he had infinite patience.

He kissed me.

Not rough. Not hesitant. Just exact. Like everything else he did when he was trying not to destroy what he wanted.

And because I am apparently God’s favorite joke, the first thing I felt was not confusion.

It was relief.

Relief so sharp it was almost grief. Because my body did not recoil. Because my mind did not split. Because with the dress and the room and his hand at my neck and his mouth on mine, everything aligned with such humiliating force that I made a sound into the kiss and then wanted to die from hearing it.

His free hand went to my waist, careful over the dress, careful over the body beneath it he knew better than anyone now. The kiss deepened by one controlled degree. I tasted water and him and the expensive quiet of the room.

When he pulled back, only slightly, he kept his forehead near mine.

“There,” he murmured.

I laughed once, breathless and wrecked. “You have to stop saying that.”

“No.”

Then he kissed me again.

By the time we left the hotel, it was after midnight and I understood three things with unpleasant clarity.

One: the scam was thriving harder than either of us had any right to expect.

Two: Genevieve Voss was going to be dangerous.

Three: whatever had begun between Abraham and me in private had crossed its own threshold now, and going back across the river to Brooklyn would not reset anything.

The car ride home was a different species of quiet.

My lipstick was gone. My mouth felt too aware. My body had that post-kiss trembling calm that made every streetlight seem over-personal. Abraham sat beside me not touching, because he knew if he touched me now I might combust from the sheer accumulation of events.

We crossed the river in a band of reflected lights and dark water.

Brooklyn rose to meet us in all its ordinary mess—bodegas, scaffolding, late-night traffic, wet pavement, delivery bikes, windows lit in stacked domestic rectangles. Usually the crossing home from Manhattan felt like de-costuming. A return to reality. A loosening.

Not tonight.

Tonight it felt like carrying the truth of one room into the other with no excuse left.

Back in the apartment, I took off my shoes by the door and stood there too long, listening to the old familiar noises—the radiator, the faint buzz from the hallway light, somebody upstairs dropping something heavy and swearing about it.

Abraham locked the door.

Neither of us moved for a second.

Then he said, “We should probably discuss cash storage before bed.”

I turned and stared at him.

He held my gaze for exactly one beat before the corner of his mouth betrayed him.

I started laughing. Real laughter, helpless and ugly and bright with relief.

He laughed too, lower, less often, but enough to make the whole room feel suddenly like ours again.

“That was a terrible joke,” I said.

“Yes,” he said. “I panicked.”

“You?”

“A little.”

That admission did something to me almost as bad as the kiss had.

He set his keys down. Came toward me. Stopped close.

No suit jacket now. No skyline. No room to sell.

Just Brooklyn and our apartment and the fact that he had kissed me in a hotel suite after a rooftop full of investors and now looked at me as if money, risk, and desire had all become part of the same operating system.

“You know this makes things worse,” I said.

“Yes.”

“You’re still smiling.”

“Yes.”

“I hate that.”

“No, you don’t.”

I should have objected.

Instead I let him kiss me again in the narrow strip of space between the door and the kitchen where coats hung and cash was hidden and the whole stupid beautiful scam had first begun.

And when his hand found my waist this time, when Brooklyn held us and Manhattan still glittered faintly in the windows, it no longer felt like performance spilling into private life.

It felt like the opposite.

Like private truth had finally started poisoning the act.


Chapter 7
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DR. VALE called it “sequencing,” which was a cleaner word than obsession and a less honest one than hunger. By then, I had begun to understand that every respectable industry in Manhattan hid its perversions behind neutral language.

Finance called panic a correction. Media called appetite relevance. Beauty called longing maintenance. And Dr. Séverine Vale, who could discuss reshaping a face with the tone other people used for weather, called the next phase of becoming a sequence.

We were in her Upper East Side consultation room again, late afternoon light flattening itself softly across the diffused mirror and the marble counters and the pale gray chair I now associated with pain, relief, and the collapse of several categories I had once relied on.

My lips had settled beautifully. The earlier body filler had done what it was meant to do—enough help to alter line and movement, not enough to invite commentary from anyone who was not already looking for a seam.

The city kept believing me. Investors kept giving us money on terms that were criminal in spirit and flattering in presentation.

The romance with Abraham had crossed its own threshold and now lived everywhere in the apartment with us like a third presence.

And still, every time I dressed for a room, I felt the remaining arguments.

Not catastrophic ones. Not failures. Just the little points where the body lagged behind the life.

Dr. Vale stood beside the mirror with her tablet and looked at me with that same unnerving exactness that made me feel less observed than diagrammed.

“You are at an interesting point,” she said.

Abraham sat a little apart, one ankle over the other knee, silent in the way he got when something mattered too much to risk contaminating it with charm.

“What kind of point?” I asked.

Dr. Vale tilted her head. “The point where temporary assistance stops satisfying the eye.”

My pulse shifted.

She came closer and indicated my reflection rather than touching me immediately, which I had learned was her version of kindness.

“From the neck up,” she said, “you are increasingly coherent. Hair, skin, mouth, expression. Even before you speak, the read is softening correctly. From the torso down, the body has started to collaborate. The line in clothing is stronger. Posture has improved. Movement has improved more than you realize.”

Her eyes flicked to my throat.

“There remains,” she said, “an architectural interruption.”

I knew what she meant before she finished. My hand almost rose to my neck and then stopped because I refused to look that obvious in her rooms.

“The throat,” she said calmly. “Also the chest, though in a different way.”

The room tightened around those words.

I looked at my own reflection, then away, then back. My throat had become one of those things I noticed in bursts now. Not constantly. Not with melodramatic hatred. Just at bad angles, under certain lights, when my chin lifted in a mirror, or when I was fully dressed and everything else cooperated so elegantly that the remaining roughness stood out harder by contrast.

And the chest—God. That was worse in its own way because there had already been help there. Enough to alter drape, enough to make knitwear and silk fall differently, enough to make me feel the absence of more.

Abraham had noticed all of this without forcing it into words. That was one of the reasons I had fallen so badly for him. He knew when my gaze snagged on myself in mirrors. Knew when I adjusted a neckline not for modesty but for line. Knew when I stood in the bathroom a second longer because I was trying to see the person I was becoming from the side.

Dr. Vale set the tablet down.

“So,” she said. “We discuss the map.”

She used the same cool language as always, but the room had gone almost ceremonial in its quiet.

“The chest first,” she said. “Not because breasts define womanhood—they do not—but because they affect silhouette, garment behavior, body confidence, and the unconscious read of almost every room you enter. We can continue to suggest, yes. Padding, cut, structure, strategic shaping. But the body is now close enough to coherence that suggestion may begin to feel like compromise.”

Compromise.

That word struck harder than it should have.

I folded my hands in my lap because suddenly I needed them somewhere.

Dr. Vale continued. “Second, the throat. The issue there is not vanity. It is interruption. The eye catches it before the mind can decide to be polite. This is especially true in profile, in certain up-lighting, and in intimate proximity.”

Intimate proximity.

My face heated.

Abraham’s gaze moved once, very slightly, toward me and away again. He knew exactly why.

Dr. Vale noticed. Of course she did. She noticed everything.

“A tracheal shave is not theatrical medicine,” she said. “It is often a small correction with a disproportionately large emotional effect. The patient stops seeing themselves interrupted.”

I looked at the mirror again.

Interrupted.

That was the word for it. Better than wrong. Better than off. Better than the old private language I had used and then refused to use once the body started participating. Interrupted meant there was a continuity trying to happen and one roughness still cutting across it. That felt less like shame and more like engineering.

“What would the sequence be?” I asked, and heard how careful my voice had gone.

Dr. Vale’s expression did not change, but I could feel her approval in the lack of surprise.

“Depends on how much disruption you can tolerate at once,” she said. “A chest augmentation can be done conservatively. Enough to harmonize the silhouette, not enough to invite vulgarity unless you wish it. Recovery manageable with planning. The throat procedure can be coordinated nearby, though I would not stack too much against your emotional threshold if you are already living publicly.”

She glanced at Abraham then, directly.

“And if your public role depends on visual continuity, you will need private recovery space, proper aftercare, and someone competent enough not to confuse devotion with interference.”

Abraham did not flinch. “I can manage aftercare.”

“Yes,” Dr. Vale said. “That is not what I warned against.”

The corner of my mouth moved despite myself.

He noticed that too.

Dr. Vale turned back to me. “There is also the matter of intention.”

I exhaled once. “Meaning?”

“Meaning,” she said, “I would like to hear you say whether this is still for the room.”

There it was. No euphemism. No architecture. Just that.

I sat in the gray chair with my better mouth and my softened body and my lover beside me and understood, with a slowness that almost hurt, that I was being offered the chance to lie one last time.

For the room. For the investors. For passability. For the company.

All usable explanations.

All incomplete.

I looked at my reflection.

Then I said, quietly, “Not only for the room.”

Dr. Vale did not react.

That was one of the most merciful things about her. She never rewarded revelation like a therapist or a priest. She only incorporated it into the plan.

“Good,” she said. “Then we can proceed without insulting either of us.”

The surgery center was private, discreet, and arranged to make fear feel expensive rather than pathetic.

Abraham drove me there before sunrise because “traffic is an indignity” and because the city looked cleaner in the dark when nobody was asking it to perform yet. I wore soft black pants, a cashmere coat, and one of his sweatshirts under it because he said comfort was not a moral failure on a procedure day. My hair was tied low. My face bare except for moisturizer and the remnants of who I had become. No earrings. No perfume. No room to seduce. Just me and the body and the next threshold.

We did not speak much in the car.

That, more than any speech, told me he was frightened too.

Not frightened of the result.

Of the fact that this mattered beyond the scam now.

He parked, came around to my side, and opened the door. The dawn cold hit my face. The building in front of us was all brushed steel and dark glass and discreet signage. Money and medicine agreeing to call themselves subtle.

Inside, everything smelled like antiseptic under good hand cream.

The paperwork was a blur, the changing room a blur, the nurse with her low voice and reassuring compression socks a blur. The surgical bra laid out afterward looked absurdly small for the amount of emotional significance it carried. The surgeon who handled the chest augmentation spoke with crisp competence and drew lines on my skin that made me want to laugh, cry, or bolt. Another specialist reviewed the throat plan with a precision that turned my pulse into static.

I thought, briefly and with ridiculous clarity: this is really happening.

Then the drugs began smoothing the edges off everything.

Before they wheeled me in, Abraham leaned over the bed.

No room now. No audience. No investor logic. Just his face stripped down to something almost naked in its worry.

“You can still stop,” he said.

The fact that he offered that mattered almost as much as everything else.

I looked at him and knew, with the weird calm that sometimes comes right before terror, that stopping would hurt more.

“No,” I said.

His hand closed around mine. Warm. Steady. Trembling only if you knew him well enough to feel it.

“Then do it,” he said softly.

The chest came first.

I have no clean language for waking into pain and fullness at once. Not agony, not like stories people tell to prove endurance. Just pressure. Tightness. A sense that the front of my body had been rewritten while I was gone and now the nerves were reading the draft in real time. My throat hurt too, raw and sore and not dramatic enough to justify how immediately emotional it made me feel.

I surfaced into recovery in fragments.

Light. Blanket. Dry mouth. A nurse saying my name—not Winona, not Lady, not even Wyatt at first, just a soft human sound attached to me. Then Abraham’s face above mine, wrong only because he looked too relieved.

I tried to speak and regretted it instantly.

“Don’t,” he said, leaning closer. “No performance. Just blink if you need something.”

I blinked, because what I needed was impossible to name while half-drugged and aching in four different directions.

The drive back to the apartment was a slow-motion humiliation of pillows, careful turns, a throat too sore to risk much sound, and a chest that felt unfamiliar in a way I could not yet classify as joy or fear. Every bump in the road found me. Every adjustment reminded me there were new contours under the surgical bra and bandages, real and heavy and mine whether I had the strength yet to claim them or not.

Brooklyn received me in soft misery.

Abraham had prepared everything. Pillows stacked. Sheets changed. Prescriptions lined up. Soups in containers. Ice packs in the freezer. Towels folded. The apartment warmer than usual. He had even moved some boxes so the path from bed to bathroom was idiot-proof, which told me he had imagined my weakness in practical detail long before this day.

That should not have been sexy.

It was devastating.

The first days were mostly painkillers, sleep, awkward careful movement, and Abraham becoming more attentive than any man had a right to be without making a religion out of it. He helped me sit up. Helped me wash carefully when I could not lift properly. Replaced ice packs. Changed water glasses. Timed medications. Guarded my voice from my own instinct to reassure him. Every time I tried to act tougher than I felt, he looked at me like I was insulting both of us.

The first time I really looked—properly looked—was four days in.

Bandages reduced. Swelling still there, yes. Bruising faint at the edges, yes. Compression bra ugly enough to be a crime. My throat marked and tender, a slim healing line and a deep soreness under it.

And still.

Even through all that.

Even through the rawness and the imperfect interim stage and the practical ugliness of healing.

I saw it.

The line of the chest beneath the bra no longer argued with the body. The profile at the throat had eased. Not erased, not magic, just softened into continuity. When I turned sideways in the bathroom mirror and held very still, the interruption was smaller. The sentence of me ran further before it broke.

I cried.

Not dramatically. Not with collapse. Just with the exhausted quiet tears of someone who had been braced against themselves for so long they didn’t know what else to do when one more brace came off.

Abraham found me there because of course he did.

He paused in the doorway when he saw my face.

Then he crossed the room without speaking and stood behind me, one hand hovering at my waist, not touching until I leaned back on instinct.

His eyes met mine in the mirror.

“You can say it,” he murmured.

I shook my head once because the truth was too big and my throat still hurt.

He didn’t push.

He just rested his hand there, warm and careful, while we both looked.

Later, when Dr. Vale cleared me for fittings and movement enough to stop living exclusively inside oversized softness, Vivian took over like a general re-entering a conquered city.

“No more Agent Provocateur fantasies,” she said, going through a drawer in SoHo with such contempt it became almost holy. “No more La Senza adolescent nonsense. We are building infrastructure, not sex-shop wish fulfillment.”

“I didn’t buy those,” I muttered.

Vivian gave me a flat look. “You considered them. I can smell desperation through tissue paper.”

Abraham, lounging in one of her cream chairs, smiled into his coffee and said nothing, because he enjoyed watching me lose to women who were better at me than I was.

Vivian’s answer to the “lower body situation,” as she called it with zero romance, was not shame but engineering.

“Good underwear changes the quality of your whole day,” she said, laying options out on the table. “And no, you do not solve this with flimsy lingerie designed by men who think satin excuses structural incompetence.”

She introduced me to actual brands with the reverence some people reserve for saints. Stronger shaping pieces. Proper tucking-support undergarments. Smoother, denser materials. Tucking panties that accommodated the balls and cut to control line under dresses and trousers without making me feel as if I’d been shrink-wrapped by God. High-waisted shaping pieces that created continuity instead of apology. Soft daily options for when I wanted to feel feminine without turning my pelvis into a negotiation.

It was, humiliatingly, thrilling.

Not because underwear is inherently erotic. Because the right underwear solved problems without dramatizing them. It let a dress finish its thought. It let me move without worrying about what angle a room might catch. It turned private panic into routine.

Vivian made me step into one shaping brief after another while she assessed in the mirror with pitiless satisfaction.

“There,” she said after the third try, nodding at the silhouette beneath a cream knit dress. “That is what peace looks like.”

I looked.

She was right.

The bulge concern that had lived at the edge of every bodycon line, every fitted skirt, every slinky fabric, was no longer the loudest thing in my head. The dress fell. The hips held it. The chest completed it. The throat no longer interrupted the upper line the same way.

Peace.

God.

Abraham, from the chair, said quietly, “Turn.”

I did.

His face changed just slightly.

Not surprise. Not because he hadn’t imagined it. More like hunger meeting confirmation.

Vivian saw it and smirked. “Control yourself. She still has healing to finish.”

He did not even pretend embarrassment. “I am controlled.”

“You’re visibly not.”

I laughed, which pulled a little at my throat and reminded me I was still mending.

But that laughter, light and private and almost smug, felt different inside this new arrangement of me.

The first time we made love after recovery, it happened in Brooklyn on a night when the city had turned rainy and private and our apartment felt less like a scam headquarters than a cocoon built from all the wrong decisions that had somehow become my life.

I wore one of Vivian’s approved slips under a robe and proper shaping underneath because I was not yet ready to be careless with my own confidence. The perfume from SoHo lived at my wrists. My hair had just been brushed. The compression stage was over. The tenderness had faded to memory and caution. And the body beneath the silk no longer felt hypothetical.

Abraham looked at me once in the kitchen while I was pouring tea and simply forgot, for a second, to continue pretending he had any defenses left.

That look was enough to start the night tilting.

Later, in my room—our room more often now, though we had not officially said it—I stood by the mirror in the soft lamplight with the robe slipping low at one shoulder while he came up behind me and let his eyes travel over the reflection slowly enough to make the room feel charged.

He didn’t touch first.

That was his cruelty and his kindness. He made space for me to feel seen before he asked for anything.

“You’re staring,” I said.

“Yes.”

“That’s rude.”

“Yes.”

I met his eyes in the mirror. They had gone darker somehow. Not in a theatrical way. In the clean, hungry way men’s eyes change when they stop pretending appetite is abstract.

His hand came to my waist, then my hip, then paused there as if reacquainting itself with the new line.

“Jesus,” he said softly.

I should not have loved that as much as I did.

His fingers traced upward, reverent and proprietary at once, over silk, over the contour he already knew but still seemed half-stunned by. When his hand reached the side of my chest, even through fabric, my whole body tightened.

He felt it instantly.

“Too much?”

I shook my head.

He kissed the back of my neck first, just below the healing throat, then higher, then at the place behind my ear where perfume and pulse met and no one had ever touched me before in a way that felt this correct.

I turned toward him.

He looked at me as if he could not get enough information through his eyes alone.

That was the thing that undid me most—not simple lust, though there was plenty of that now, bright and undeniable. It was the sense that he was overwhelmed by the fact of me. That every little correction and surgery and silk choice had not made me artificial in his eyes but more intensely real.

When he kissed me, it was not polite.

Still careful. Still exact. But stripped now of the restraint he used in hotel suites and investor cars and public elevators. His hands moved over me with a kind of stunned greed, pausing at the places that had changed most, relearning my waist, my chest, my hips as if my body had become a country he’d wanted into for months and was finally being allowed to cross openly.

I will not reduce that night to mechanics.

What mattered was not the sequence of clothes coming off or the positions of hands or the obvious fact that he worshipped every inch of me in ways that would have embarrassed the old version of my life into silence.

What mattered was that under his mouth and hands, in the weak Brooklyn lamplight, I did not feel like an imitation of femininity. I felt inside it.

And he felt it too.

He could not stop looking at me.

That became almost unbearable in itself. The heat of his gaze on my body. The way his breath changed when I leaned back into him. The way he kissed the curve of one shoulder, the hollow at my throat, the line between tenderness and hunger as if he had been starving in expensive silence for weeks.

“You are so fucking sexy,” he said once, wrecked enough to lose all of Abraham’s polish.

And there he was—Billy inside Abraham, Abraham inside Billy, both of them undone by me.

I laughed against his mouth, half because the praise felt too good and half because hearing Billy-language break through in that moment made everything more intimate, not less.

He caught the laugh and kissed me harder.

Afterward, I lay with my head on his chest and listened to the radiator hiss and the rain at the window and his heartbeat still not fully calm beneath my ear.

My body ached in the pleasant, used way that had nothing to do with surgery and everything to do with being wanted properly.

He stroked my hair once, then again.

“Worth it?” he murmured.

I knew he meant all of it.

The pain. The swelling. The fear. The map. The body plan. The thresholds. The fact that no one could now call this dress-up without insulting both of us.

I lifted my head and looked at him.

In the half-dark, with his face gone soft and open in the rare way it only ever was with me, I understood that I had moved as close to conscious self-recognition as I could without saying the final sentence out loud.

“Yes,” I said.

Then, after one beat, because truth had started arriving faster than fear could stop it:

“I don’t think I was ever going to survive staying half-finished.”

His hand stilled in my hair.

Not because he was shocked.

Because he had known it was coming.

He kissed my forehead once, then my mouth, and held me through the quiet that followed like there was nowhere else either of us intended to go.


Chapter 8
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THE APARTMENT was quiet in the way only Brooklyn apartments ever were—never truly silent, just held together by other people’s distant noises.

A radiator hissed like a tired gossip. Someone upstairs dropped something heavy and then swore about it in two languages. Outside, traffic dragged wet over the street, and the bodega light across from our building stayed on with the same dogged determination it had every night since before I moved in.

I was alone.

That should not have felt unusual. Abraham—Billy, though the names no longer behaved cleanly in my head—was downtown handling what he called investor texture, which usually meant making rich people feel like they were seeing only the polished half of a machine that did not, in fact, run on panic and laundering. He had texted me an hour earlier to say he would be late, and I had replied with a single word—

Fine.

—which was a lie, because I had not been fine for at least six months.

I stood barefoot in the apartment in a silk camisole the color of pale cream, a robe open over it, and one of Vivian’s recommended shaping briefs beneath because I had reached a point where even being alone did not always mean wanting to collapse into neutrality. My hair was brushed smooth and loose. My ears held small gold hoops. My mouth wore the faintest stain because I had put it on absentmindedly after making tea and then forgotten to wipe it off.

The apartment around me looked like the backstage of a woman I could no longer convincingly call fake.

Garment bags. Boxes from SoHo. A tray of jewelry on the counter. Press printouts. Paid statements. A lockbox hidden badly enough that only strangers would miss it. Two coffee mugs in the sink, one mine and one his, though I had started thinking of them less as separate possessions and more as evidence of a life. Even the scent of the place had changed. Less coffee and desperation. More candle, cashmere, skin, white tea, a trace of my perfume in the bathroom from where I’d sprayed it that morning without asking myself why.

I took my tea into the bathroom and stood in front of the mirror.

No room. No event. No investor. No man watching me from a doorway with his dangerous patience. Just me and the mirror and the body that had stopped cooperating with all the old lies.

That was the scene Dr. Vale had warned me about, I realized. Not the procedures. Not the rooms. The private after.

The point at which the image and the self stopped arguing and started standing in the same light.

I looked at myself.

Truly looked.

The mouth, now simply mine in a way it had never been before. The throat, softened enough that my eyes no longer snagged there first. The hair, not costume now but continuity. The chest beneath the camisole, slight enough to be elegant, real enough to change the whole emotional logic of how fabric rested over me. The hips and line of my body no longer negotiating against every dress. The earrings. The skin. The softness I had once mocked in other women because I thought mockery was a kind of armor.

A year ago, if someone had shown me this image, I would have had no language for the emotion it produced.

Now I did.

And that was the problem.

Because the emotion was not thrill anymore. Not exactly. Not the crackle of a good scam or the heat of Abraham’s eyes or the humiliating little pleasure of a saleswoman in SoHo treating me like my money belonged there.

It was recognition.

Not all at once. Not like a bell or a revelation or the cheap clean certainty people wanted from stories.

More like this:

The slow, awful understanding that I had been speaking a dialect of myself my whole life and only just now learned the actual language.

My fingers rose to the mirror without touching it.

There was a woman standing there.

Not a role.

Not a method.

Not an invention.

A woman.

And the longer I looked, the less I could protect myself with any of the old escape hatches.

Not a fetish.
Not a scam.
Not only a room.
Not something Billy had made me into through suggestion and silk and skill.

That last one mattered more than I liked to admit. Because it would have been easier, in a warped way, if I could blame him fully. If I could say he was a manipulator, and I was impressionable, and a performance got out of hand. That would have let me keep some cleaner distance from the truth.

But the truth was filthier and holier than that.

He had not planted this in me.

He had recognized it before I could bear to.

I sat on the closed toilet lid because my knees had gone strange and set the tea on the sink before I dropped it.

I had been avoiding one sentence for weeks.

Not because I did not know it.

Because saying it would make the rest of my life reorganize itself around it.

I am not a man.

There.

Even silently, the sentence changed the room.

I sat in the small bathroom in our Brooklyn apartment and let the words exist inside me fully for the first time, and once they did, every other piece of the last months rearranged itself at terrifying speed.

Why I had never learned how to wear masculinity without some degree of irony or fatigue. Why dressing as Winona had not felt like invention but relief. Why Abraham touching me as Winona felt right in a way men touching me as Wyatt never had. Why every procedure had hurt and then settled into something like peace. Why even alone, with no room to convince and no investor to seduce, I still reached for softness.

I was not becoming a woman because it made the scam better.

The scam had only given me permission to stop pretending I wasn’t one.

I laughed then, one small wrecked sound, because the alternative was crying and I was not ready to start and not know when I’d stop.

When my phone buzzed on the sink, the spell broke just enough for me to breathe again.

Miles.

Of course.

I stared at the name and nearly let it go to voicemail.

Then I answered.

“Hi.”

His voice came quick and bright and too eager for the amount of danger I now associated with sincerity.

“Lady Winona. Sorry. Is this a bad time?”

I closed my eyes.

“No. It’s fine.”

Miles was twenty-nine, rich in the way certain men became rich by being born near the right schools and taught the right confidence before puberty, but not cynical enough yet to be dead behind the eyes. That was his danger. He still believed in things. In founder stories. In categories. In being early. In me.

Especially in me.

The first time he invested, I told myself it was no uglier than taking money from any of the others. By the third meeting, that had become impossible to maintain. Miles wasn’t funding us because he understood the mechanics best. He was funding us because he believed in the mythology hardest, and because every time I spoke to him in that lower, slower Winona register, I could see him getting more convinced not only that the company would work, but that I was somehow worth organizing his admiration around.

He was coming over now, he said. Not to the apartment—never the apartment—but to the members-only lounge downtown where Abraham had arranged a “closed-circle capital conversation” with two prospective backers and Tomas de Lannoy, who was becoming our most useful and unstable accessory.

Tomas had been sold to us by a woman in NoMad who described him as “European enough to be useful and vain enough to need employment.” That turned out to be accurate. He was Belgian by passport, ruinously charming, and so comfortable lying with his whole face that even Abraham had once called him “a little too much like me if I had a decorative scarf problem.”

Publicly, Tomas had become a distant relation of mine—a cousin through my father’s side, partial keeper of the de Lannoy social mythology, the sort of man who could appear at private dinners and confirm details no one should ever ask for directly.

Privately, Tomas was a risk with cheekbones.

And tonight he was meeting Miles.

I got dressed more carefully than the occasion deserved, which was one of the side effects of truth once it had cracked open. The body no longer felt like a prop to be assembled for use and then abandoned. Dressing had become a private act of allegiance.

Cream blouse. Dark skirt. Soft coat. Earrings. A proper shaping brief. Perfume. My better heels, not the cruel ones. Hair down. Mouth colored but not overdone.

By the time I got to the lounge, Manhattan was all polished rain and black cars and reflected confidence. Abraham was already there in a corner booth under low light, one arm stretched along the back of the seat with the posture of a man who never worried where the next room would come from. Tomas sat opposite him in navy and silk and faintly criminal cologne, laughing at something with his perfect teeth on display. Miles stood when he saw me.

That, too, he had started doing without fail.

“Lady Winona,” he said.

The look on his face would have been romantic in another novel. In this one it was merely useful and increasingly sad.

I sat beside Abraham, close enough that the booth and my own instincts did the rest.

Miles launched into numbers with the excitement of a man who thought spreadsheets could make desire respectable. Another private contributor. Increased interest from a quiet fund. The possibility of one more cash-heavy commitment if we kept the dividend language attractive and the documentation “light.” Abraham encouraged exactly enough. Tomas added European social authority in strategic drips, confirming that discretion remained “part of the family culture” around wealth.

I watched them all and felt the room in two layers.

The visible layer: four beautiful liars and believers in low light, building a private capital bridge out of greed, flattery, and category ambition.

The hidden layer: me sitting there with the truth still warm and terrifying inside me, realizing that even if the company imploded tomorrow, even if every investor vanished and the fake heiress story got skinned alive in public, I would still walk out of this room a woman.

That changed everything.

It changed the way I looked at Miles too.

Because for the first time, his role in all this became explicit in my mind not merely as investor, but as collateral. The money mattered, yes. But more than that, his belief had become part of the machine. He was not financing a business. He was financing the conditions under which I had recognized myself. That was unbearable.

Tomas, meanwhile, was getting sloppier.

I saw it in the way he over-enjoyed Miles’s deference. In the tiny extra details he embellished into the de Lannoy backstory, details Abraham and I had never authorized because they invited memory, and memory invited comparison, and comparison invited questions.

At one point Tomas said, “My aunt was always impossible about the women in our family. Presentation was religion to her.”

My spine went cold under the blouse.

There had never been an aunt.

Miles nodded as if being handed a sacred relic.

Abraham, without looking at Tomas, said mildly, “You make her sound more charming than she was.”

Tomas grinned. “That is because memory improves wealth.”

They laughed.

I smiled.

Under the table, my fingers went tight around my glass.

That was the danger with Tomas. He could sell a lie beautifully, but he loved the sound of himself inside it too much to remember that elegance required subtraction. He wanted to embroider. Abraham and I wanted clean lines.

When the meeting broke, Miles lingered.

Of course he did.

Tomas drifted toward the bar because another beautiful man had caught his eye, and Abraham stepped away to take a call that was probably real and probably also tactical.

Which left Miles and me at the edge of the booth with Manhattan humming around us.

He looked at me with the earnest intensity of a man trying to decide whether to say something personal or die from manners.

“I’m glad you let me in early,” he said.

There were at least three ways to hear that sentence and none of them were clean.

I gave him my best soft ambiguity. “You’ve been very helpful.”

His mouth moved like he wanted that to mean more.

“Abraham’s lucky,” he said after a moment.

There it was.

I looked at him and, for once, did not feel the usual strategic impulse to keep him warm for capital purposes. Instead I felt tired. Not of him exactly. Of what the room kept trying to write around me. Men wanting something from me as Lady Winona that they could understand more easily than the truth.

“Is he?” I asked.

Miles laughed awkwardly. “You know what I mean.”

Unfortunately, I did.

And somewhere behind the social response I was supposed to give, the newer, rawer truth inside me recoiled. Not because Miles was offensive. Because he was still seeing me through the old angle. A beautiful woman beside a powerful man. A fantasy of access. Something to covet, maybe, or at least admire from a safe social distance.

He did not know I wasn’t just playing her.

He did not know the whole thing had become a blood-deep emergency.

I left the lounge wanting Brooklyn with a force that felt almost physical.

By the time I got back to the apartment, Abraham was already there, which meant he had taken a car from halfway downtown and probably broken two traffic laws through sheer force of irritation.

He was standing in the kitchen with his tie gone and his sleeves rolled, reading a text on his phone with the expression he reserved for people whose mistakes he intended to survive elegantly.

“Tomas,” I said, hanging up my coat.

“Yes.”

“He’s getting sloppier.”

“I know.”

I watched him for a second. “Then why are we still using him?”

“Because for now he is still useful.”

The apartment smelled like the candle and tea and us. The sight of it after Manhattan always made the city feel like a fever dream we had learned to monetize.

I took off my earrings, set them in the tray, and stood there in my blouse and skirt and the truth, which was now so close to the surface it made every ordinary motion feel staged.

Abraham looked up.

He saw it immediately.

Not the content, maybe. But the pressure. The fact that something in me had moved from maybe to imminence.

“What happened?” he asked.

I shook my head once. “Nothing.”

He set the phone down. “That’s new. Usually when you lie, you enjoy it more.”

I laughed without humor.

That made him still.

He came around the counter. Stopped close. Not touching. Waiting me out, which was one of his worst and most effective habits.

“You’re scaring me a little,” he said quietly.

That was enough.

I sat down at the table because standing had become impossible. The apartment seemed to narrow around the conversation before it had even begun. The whiteboard still leaned in the corner, old notes beneath new notes, the whole absurd machine of our scam built in sight of where we ate soup and hid cash and kissed like the city wasn’t trying to buy us.

Abraham sat opposite me.

No quips. No directing. No Abraham Sinclair founder stillness. Just Billy in his eyes now, however polished the rest of him looked.

I stared at my hands for so long I thought maybe I would say nothing after all.

Then I heard myself say, “I was alone in the apartment today.”

He waited.

“And I looked at myself.”

Still he waited.

I laughed once, brittle. “That sounds insane.”

“No,” he said. “It sounds overdue.”

My throat tightened.

I lifted my eyes to him. “I’m not doing this for the room anymore.”

Something passed across his face—recognition, relief, grief, all too quick to name.

“I know,” he said.

That almost made me angry.

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Say you know. Don’t say it like it’s obvious. It wasn’t obvious to me.”

His expression softened in a way that made it worse.

“Okay.”

I swallowed hard. The next words felt like breaking glass with my own mouth.

“I’m not a man.”

There.

Spoken aloud this time.

The room changed.

Not metaphorically. Physically. The air. The gravity. The way my own body sat inside the chair once the sentence had entered the world and could not be taken back.

I watched his face for flinch, surprise, triumph, fear, pity—any of the things I had rehearsed hating if they appeared.

What I got was something simpler and more devastating.

Tenderness. And not the condescending kind.

Just recognition so calm it almost undid me.

“I know,” he said again, and this time I let him because I understood what he meant by it.

Not that he thought it was easy.

That he had seen the shape of it before I could bear to.

I laughed and cried at once, which was ugly and humiliating and so not Lady Winona de Lannoy that I almost apologized for it.

Billy stood, came around the table, and crouched in front of me like he had after Dr. Vale, like he did whenever I was too close to cracking and he refused to look down at me while it happened.

“Hey,” he said softly.

I wiped at my face and got angrier because that only made more tears come.

“This is horrible.”

“No,” he said. “It’s just late.”

That sentence wrecked me more than anything else could have.

Late.

Not wrong. Not absurd. Not impossible.

Late.

I put my hands over my face. “I should have known.”

“Maybe.”

“That’s not helpful.”

“No,” he agreed. “But it’s true. You should have known, and you couldn’t. So now you do.”

He took my wrists gently and drew my hands away from my face so I had to look at him.

I hated how kind he was being. I hated that he had earned the right.

“When?” I asked.

He knew what I meant.

His mouth moved once, almost a smile and almost heartbreak.

“The first time you stopped looking like a man in a dress and started looking relieved.”

My chest went tight.

“That was in the apartment?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Before Dr. Vale?”

“Yes.”

“Before the hotel?”

He gave me a look. “Obviously before the hotel.”

I actually laughed through tears at that, which felt grotesque and human and real.

He squeezed my wrists once and let go only to take my hands fully.

“I didn’t tell you because you would’ve run,” he said. “Or worse, you would’ve performed it for me before you felt it for yourself.”

That was true enough to hurt.

“I hate when you’re right.”

“I know.”

There was no Abraham in him now. No founder polish. No strategic calm. Just Billy, with all his uglier gifts and sharper instincts, and the unbearable fact that he had loved me through a door I thought was still part of the set.

“I thought maybe,” I said slowly, trying to hear the shape of my own fear out loud, “maybe I just got too deep into the scam. Maybe I liked how it felt because it was… beautiful. Controlled. Easier.”

He shook his head.

“No,” he said. “You liked it because it was true. The scam only gave you cover.”

I looked at him.

“And you?” I asked, quieter now. “Did you know what you were doing?”

That question held more than one blade.

Did you manipulate me.
Did you make me.
Did you fall for me as a role.
Do you love me or what I became in your hands.

Billy heard all of it. Of course he did.

His eyes stayed on mine.

“I knew I was opening something,” he said. “I didn’t know how deep it went until you did.”

That was not a perfect answer.

It was a real one.

And maybe that mattered more.

He rose then and pulled me up with him, and when I ended up against his chest in the narrow Brooklyn kitchen where we had first built the lie, the comfort of it was so immediate it frightened me all over again.

He kissed the side of my head.

No spectacle. No demand. Just closeness.

I stood there in my own confession and his knowing and the smell of tea and candle and our apartment and understood, with a clarity that made everything else in the book tilt on its axis, that the truth underneath the scam had become the only thing I could no longer afford to hide from myself.

Not because the city believed me.

Because I did.

And once that happened, every next choice—body, name, life, love, ruin—would have to answer to it.


Chapter 9
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BY THE TIME Manhattan turned on us, it did not feel like betrayal. It felt like appetite changing its mood. That was the problem with building anything in the city out of taste, secrecy, and projection. The same people who adored being admitted to a private myth would, under the wrong pressure, start pawing at it for pieces. The room never stayed still. It wanted access, then ownership, then novelty, then blood.

And Tomas, with his silk scarves and his incurable need to be witnessed, had decided that secrecy was becoming provincial.

I found out on a Tuesday because three girls in tiny sunglasses were filming outside a SoHo café with one of our branded cream garment bags in the frame.

Not a coincidence. Not background noise. Deliberate placement.

I was in the back of a car with Abraham on the way to a private lunch when Vivian texted me a screenshot from Instagram with no caption, which somehow made it worse. A girl with overlined lips and a rented-sounding accent was standing in front of a mirror saying:

“Okay you guys, so I’m beginning my Creating the Lady journey—”

I stopped breathing correctly.

Abraham noticed before I even handed him the phone.

“What?”

I gave it to him.

He watched the clip once. Then again. His whole body went very still in that frightening, efficient way he had when the line between charm and violence started thinning.

The girl kept talking in the video. A “soft launch transformation package.” “Feminine energy alignment.” “High-value presentation coaching.” “Private investor men are literally obsessed with this.”

Then another cut—her sitting in what was very obviously not Dr. Vale’s clinic but had been staged to look expensive enough for social media. Another cut—our cream garment bag again. Another cut—a caption with thirty thousand views and comments full of women asking where to sign up and men making jokes about sugar daddies.

I looked at Abraham. “What the fuck is this?”

He handed the phone back without answering because he was already on his own phone.

“Tomas,” he said into the receiver when the call connected. His tone was so flat it sounded almost polite. “What did you do?”

Whatever came back made something in his jaw tick once.

“No,” he said. “You listen to me. You were brought in to confirm a private mythology. Not to franchise it to girls with ring lights.”

I looked down at the video again.

More comments had appeared already.

omg this is literally hypergamy school
where do i find a man to pay for my femininity journey
wait is this the sugar baby finishing school thing??
i need Lady Winona to fix my life

My skin went cold.

That was not the plan. It had never been the plan.

Creating the Lady had been designed for private rooms, private money, private shame. New money women, divorcees, wives of ugly men with clean tax returns, startup wives, social climbers, late bloomers with inherited cash and no map. Not influencers. Not online girls hungry for virality. Not public fantasy language about sugar daddies and hypergamy and “journeys” with discount codes.

Secrecy had been part of the luxury. Part of the power. Women came to us—or rather, the women we pretended to serve came to us—because they could keep their dignity while buying correction.

This cheapened it.

Worse, it made it visible to the wrong kinds of eyes.

“Tomas says,” Abraham said after hanging up, voice gone tight enough to cut glass, “that he’s been working on awareness.”

I stared at him.

“Aren’t you going to kill him?”

“Yes,” he said. “After lunch.”

The car kept moving through Manhattan as if nothing had changed, which was another cruelty of the city. Private disasters did not earn traffic sympathy. Fifth Avenue still glittered. Men in good coats still crossed streets like futures were waiting for them. Women with polished mouths still climbed in and out of black cars as if all that beauty had happened naturally in a good family.

My phone buzzed again.

Miles.

Then Vivian again.

Then a name I didn’t recognize from a downtown PR office asking whether Lady Winona de Lannoy would “care to comment on the emerging social phenomenon surrounding feminine mobility culture and the rumored transformation concierge known as Creating the Lady.”

I looked at Abraham.

“Emerging social phenomenon.”

His mouth hardened. “Delete nothing. Answer nothing.”

The lunch itself passed in a haze of successful lies and bad pulse control. We still did the room correctly because performance had become muscle memory by then. We still sat, smiled, let money gather around us. But every time my phone vibrated under the table I felt the world outside the private room getting louder.

By the time we got out, Tomas had sent seven texts.

Relax.
You’re welcome, by the way.
You can’t build a myth and then be offended when people desire it.
There’s a whole tier of aspirational girls who would kill for this.
It’s called scale, Abraham.
Also one of Lora’s friends apparently follows one of the girls so maybe don’t overreact before dinner.
You are overreacting before dinner, aren’t you?

Abraham read them over my shoulder and laughed once.

Not with humor.

That laugh frightened me more than shouting would have.

The first message from Iris Bell came three hours later.

Not to me directly. To a generic company inbox Abraham had set up under a shell domain, because he was many things but not stupid enough to leave a visible line between Lady Winona and anything that could be screenshot by a bored reporter.

Her message was short, crisp, and predatory in the way good media people could afford to be when they knew they were already inside the perimeter.

Hello,
I’m working on a story about the rise of private “femininity consulting” and luxury image-transformation ventures in New York. Several sources have mentioned Creating the Lady and your names in connection with discreet capital circles, high-net-worth women, and, more recently, a social media subculture linking the brand to hypergamy and sugar dating aesthetics.
I’d love to speak on background.
Best,
Iris Bell

Abraham forwarded it to me with one line.

It begins.

I had not met Iris Bell, but I knew the type. Manhattan media with enough style literacy to make exploitation sound like pattern recognition. The kind of woman who would smile over martinis while putting a knife into your ribcage and later describe it as a necessary correction to the public record.

By evening she had gone from a polite inbox inquiry to direct pressure. A message through a beauty editor. Another through a startup newsletter contact. One through Vivian, somehow, which made Vivian call me and say only, “If one more cunt with a Substack asks whether I’m connected to sugar-baby finishing schools, I will start naming names.”

“Please don’t name ours,” I said weakly.

Vivian made a sound like violence in a silk blouse and hung up.

I should have been focused on containment.

Instead I kept thinking about the word hypergamy.

It was vulgar. Cheap. Not because desire for access was inherently cheap, but because the online version flattened everything into performance for male fantasy. High-value woman, soft life, provider men, leveling up your femininity. It took the private dignity of what we sold—the private dignity of correction, self-construction, expensive secrecy—and turned it into a public parody where girls half my age pouted into ring lights about becoming “wife-material.”

And because Manhattan loves no scandal like one that stains women with old forms of commerce under new branding, people were already joking.

Pimp. Madam. Luxury handler. Sugar architect.

By the time we arrived at the Four Seasons for dinner with Lora, Miles, Tomas, and one fund contact who immediately became irrelevant, the atmosphere had curdled.

Lora was already seated when we were shown to the table.

That alone was wrong. Lora Bellamy was never seated first unless she wanted the room to feel it. She sat straight-backed in a dark suit, pearls at the throat, expression cool enough to ice the wine. Miles was pale. Tomas looked merely inconvenienced, which was the first clear sign he had lost all survival instinct. Abraham went so still beside me I could feel it in my own spine.

Lora did not stand.

“Sit,” she said.

We sat.

The room around us was immaculate in the way rich restaurants often were when they understood that money preferred soft surfaces for public humiliation.

Waiters moved soundlessly. Glassware gleamed. Somewhere to our left someone was laughing too freely over sea bass. At our table, the air felt lacquered.

Lora folded her hands.

“I had three phone calls today,” she said. “One from a woman I have known twenty-two years. One from a man whose second wife runs a private women’s fund. And one from a friend in Palm Beach who now believes I’ve backed an online finishing school for sugar babies.”

No one spoke.

Lora turned her gaze to me first, then Abraham, then Tomas.

“She called me a pimp,” Lora said. “Then she corrected herself and said no, perhaps madam is more accurate.”

Abraham’s mouth opened.

Lora lifted one hand. “Not yet.”

He shut it.

Miles stared at his water glass like he hoped drowning could be arranged discreetly.

Lora’s eyes settled on Tomas. “Would anyone here like to explain why girls with discount lip filler and affiliate links are posting about their ‘Creating the Lady journey’ on social media?”

Tomas gave the smallest shrug.

That shrug, I think, was the moment the evening became unsalvageable.

“There was room for strategic expansion,” he said. “I identified a cultural appetite. Better to shape the narrative than let others do it.”

Lora blinked once. “Cultural appetite.”

He smiled. “Yes.”

Abraham’s hand closed around his napkin so tightly I thought the linen might tear.

Lora turned to him. “You knew?”

“No,” Abraham said. “Not until today.”

She believed him. I could tell by the fraction of her expression that softened from contempt to fury.

Then she looked at me.

That was worse somehow.

Because Lora had always looked at me with a kind of careful admiration, even through the skepticism. She had liked the private luxury of Winona. The mystique. The discretion. The exact kind of woman New York money found soothing because she reflected appetite back without looking hungry herself.

Now her gaze held something much uglier.

“Lady Winona,” she said, “please tell me you did not approve social media girls talking about soft-launch femininity and provider men under your name.”

My mouth had gone dry.

“No,” I said.

That part, at least, was true.

Lora nodded once, almost to herself. “Good. Because I have spent six months defending this company as a discreet high-touch transformation concept for women with means and particular needs. Do you have any idea what this looks like now?”

I did.

It looked cheap.

Worse than cheap. Exposed.

It looked as if all the private women we’d hoped to seduce—the widows, the anxious wives, the newly rich women with old insecurities and private surgeons—had been shoved into the same social category as girls making TikToks about finding rich men to fund their “glow-up journey.”

It looked like vulgarity.

And Manhattan can forgive fraud more easily than vulgarity.

Before I could answer, Tomas leaned back and said, “I thought you’d be more open-minded, Lora.”

The table froze.

Even the waiter approaching with wine seemed to sense enough danger to pivot elsewhere.

Lora’s gaze sharpened. “Excuse me?”

Tomas spread his hands, silk-smooth, infuriatingly calm. “Given the circumstances.”

No one breathed.

Abraham turned his head, very slowly, toward him.

I already knew this was about to become catastrophic.

Lora said, softly now, “What circumstances?”

Tomas looked at me.

Then at Lora.

And because some people would rather burn a city than lose face at dinner, he said, almost conversationally, “Knowing that Lady Winona isn’t a girl.”

Silence.

Pure, surgical silence.

I heard the blood in my own ears.

Miles looked up so fast his chair made a noise against the floor. Abraham went past stillness into something else entirely, something I had only seen once before when a landlord had tried to intimidate me in our hallway and Billy had become frightening in a very old, very masculine way.

Lora stared at Tomas.

Then at me.

Then at Abraham.

And in that sequence—those three glances—I watched a whole architecture collapse in her mind.

Not because of me.

Because she had not known.

That was the blade.

If she had known and chosen discretion, this would have been one kind of insult. But she had built defenses around the company, around me, around her own judgment, under the assumption that she was in on the shape of the truth. Tomas had just revealed that she had not been. That she, Lora Bellamy, patron saint of early money and discreet female ventures, had been made a fool in public and did not even have the decency of having understood what game she was in.

Her face changed.

Not to disgust. That might actually have been easier to survive.

To insult.

Deep, cold insult.

She stood.

No theatrics. No shouting. Just a chair pushed back with elegant force and a woman rising inside a restaurant that respected money enough not to look directly at it while it was offended.

“That,” Lora said very quietly, “is not your secret to spend.”

Tomas opened his mouth, maybe to recover, maybe to explain, maybe to produce one more lie with French cuffs on.

Lora cut him with a look so clean it almost made me flinch.

Then she turned to me.

For one awful second I thought she might say something cruel.

Instead she said, “I would have preferred the truth from someone who understood the difference between intimacy and spectacle.”

And then she walked out.

No one moved.

Miles looked like he might vomit or cry or both. Abraham had not yet stood, which was somehow more frightening than if he had already launched himself across the table.

Tomas, unbelievably, sighed.

“I may have misjudged her threshold.”

That did it.

Abraham was out of his chair before I fully registered the movement.

The table rattled. Water glasses tipped. Miles shot to his feet at the same time and half reached out as if to stop him, then thought better of putting his body between two men whose expensive grooming had just failed to conceal street instincts.

“Tomas,” Abraham said.

Not loudly.

Tomas stood too, slower, the swagger finally flickering into uncertainty.

“Let’s not make this vulgar.”

Abraham hit him.

Not a theatrical bar fight swing. A hard, clean punch that landed with a sound so sickeningly real it silenced everything in a six-table radius.

Tomas staggered sideways into the linen and silver, knocking a chair over. Someone gasped. Someone else said, “Jesus Christ,” in the delighted tone of a diner receiving unexpected value.

“Abraham!” I said, already moving.

Miles got there first, grabbing at Abraham’s arm.

“Stop—stop—”

Abraham shook him off like an inconvenience and went for Tomas again.

This time I got between them.

Not heroically. Not gracefully. Pure instinct. Pure terror.

My heel slipped on the carpet. Abraham caught my waist before I fell even while trying to lunge past me, which was almost absurd in its own way—the violence and the care happening in the same movement.

“Move,” he said, voice gone raw.

“No.”

“Winona.”

“No.”

Tomas was upright again, one hand to his mouth, blood bright against his knuckles and teeth. The sight should have satisfied me more than it did. Instead all I could feel was the entire restaurant watching, Manhattan’s polished face turned toward our table in one collective expensive hunger.

This was how the city devoured you. First rumor. Then fracture. Then spectacle.

Miles was breathing hard, eyes huge. “Jesus—Abraham—stop—”

Tomas laughed.

Actually laughed.

Blood at his mouth, tie crooked, one cufflink gone, and he laughed.

“I told the truth,” he said thickly. “You’re welcome.”

Abraham made a sound I had never heard from him before. Not language. Something older and meaner.

He tried to move around me and I shoved both hands into his chest with all the force I had, which was not enough to stop him physically but enough, maybe, because it was me doing it, to cut through the red haze for one second.

“Look at me,” I said.

He did.

Thank God, he did.

His face was terrible. Beautiful and terrible. Not Abraham at all now. Billy stripped down to fury and humiliation and something fiercely protective that had nowhere decent to go.

Behind me, Tomas dabbed blood from his lip with a napkin and said, “You’re all being very dramatic.”

That was the second worst thing he could have said.

The worst came after, when he looked at me and added, “I assumed Lora knew. She’d have to be an idiot not to.”

Abraham spat at him.

Not metaphorically.

A sharp, vicious spit full of contempt that landed on Tomas’s lapel and cheek.

The whole room inhaled.

I should have been appalled.

Instead some ugly private part of me thought, yes.

Tomas went white with rage.

“You animal—”

Miles stepped sideways between them fully this time, hands up. “No. No. Enough. Jesus, enough.”

A manager arrived. Then another. The choreography of rich-restaurant crisis unfolded around us—soft voices, terrible courtesy, a request to “step aside for a moment,” the promise that “we can handle this privately,” code words that meant please do not make our clientele feel they are dining inside a lawsuit.

But the damage was done.

Lora had walked.

The room had seen.

And whatever thin private membrane still existed between our world and Manhattan’s appetite for scandal had torn all the way through.

I stood there in my good coat and my proper underwear and my expensive haircut and my body built now from truth and deceit in equal measure and felt, with horrible clarity, the first true crack travel through the glass.

Not just the company.

Us.

The myth.

The room’s willingness to read us as controlled and inevitable instead of hungry and dangerous and ridiculous.

Abraham’s breathing slowed by degrees. He looked at me, then at Tomas, then at the blood on his own knuckles as if it belonged to some less housebroken cousin of his.

Miles was still pale.

“I’ll talk to Lora,” he said weakly, to no one and everyone.

“No,” I said.

All three men turned toward me.

I had not meant for my voice to come out that cold.

But once it did, I kept it.

“No one talks to Lora tonight. No one says anything. No statements. No explanations. No damage-control texts. Nothing.”

Tomas laughed again, smaller this time because the blood and the spit had finally introduced him to consequence.

“You think silence fixes this?”

I looked at him.

“No,” I said. “But your voice definitely won’t.”

For one small merciful second, he shut up.

That was the nearest thing to triumph the evening offered.

We left separately enough to pretend choice. Tomas with a towel pressed to his mouth and the manager’s dying faith. Miles trailing after some version of responsibility. Abraham and I last, because of course we were, because the city always made the central couple stay for the end of the scene.

In the car back to Brooklyn, he said nothing for twelve full minutes.

Neither did I.

The city flashed by in wet gold and black. My pulse still had not come down. My skin felt too tight. My whole life felt like it had been pushed one degree out of alignment in public and now there was no unseeing it.

Finally Abraham said, very quietly, “I’m sorry.”

I turned my head.

The apology was not for the punch.

It was for the fact that he had failed to keep the truth protected from uglier hands than ours.

That nearly undid me.

But I was too angry, too frightened, too newly raw from hearing Tomas say it like a piece of leverage over a white-tablecloth dinner.

So I looked back out at the river and said nothing at all.


Chapter 10
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THE STORY broke on a Sunday because Tomas understood timing well enough to be cruel about it. If you were going to sell out the people who had built your usefulness, you did it when markets were quiet, publicists were half asleep, and journalists had enough empty space on their calendars to sharpen a knife properly.

Sunday meant leisure scandal. Sunday meant brunches and group chats and slow doomscrolling in bed while women in silk pajamas decided whether your ruin was tacky or justified.

I woke to Abraham already out of bed.

That, more than the phone buzzing itself sick on the nightstand, told me something had happened.

The apartment was gray-blue with early morning. Rain had dried overnight, leaving the window streaked. The radiator hissed in short, angry little bursts. My mouth tasted of sleep and stress before I had even checked the screen.

Twelve missed calls.
Seven texts from Vivian.
Three from Miles.
Two from Lora, neither opened.
One from a number I didn’t know with a preview that read: comment requested before publication—

I sat up too fast.

The room swayed once. My pulse did not.

Abraham was in the kitchen, barefoot, wearing black trousers and no shirt, one hand braced on the counter, the other holding his phone so tightly I thought it might crack. His shoulders were all clean lines and stillness, which meant the rage had already gone past visible motion and into control.

“What happened?” I asked, though I already knew in the marrow-rich way one knows a thing before language catches up.

He looked at me.

There was no point pretending.

“Tomas sold the story to Iris.”

My body went cold so quickly it felt like clarity.

Not because I had ever trusted Tomas. I hadn’t. Not because I thought the city would protect us forever. I hadn’t. But because there is always, even in a scam, some private superstition that says maybe the machine you built is too elegant to be skinned in public by something as stupid as betrayal.

I got out of bed and crossed the room on unsteady legs.

Abraham handed me the phone.

Iris Bell had not gone with rumor.

She had gone with architecture.

The story was long, polished, vicious in that calm Manhattan way that lets readers feel superior while indulging every lurid detail. “The Lady and the Lie: Inside New York’s Luxury Femininity Con.” Subheading: “How a mysterious European beauty founder, her lover-partner, and a discreet circle of backers built an elite transformation venture on false identities, private cash, and aspirational deceit.”

There were photographs.

One of me at a rooftop event, half-turned, looking exactly like the woman I had become and exactly like a target. One of Abraham at my side, clean and dangerous. One of Tomas, because of course he had arranged that too, all scarf and bloodless charm in profile as if treachery were another accessory.

The article laid it out almost lovingly.

Lady Winona de Lannoy: no record of European aristocratic background, no verifiable Luxembourg family holdings, no social history matching the public claim. Abraham Sinclair: no formal entity trail under the name, a financial structure suspiciously dependent on cash-basis investor contributions and “privacy incentives.” Creating the Lady: marketed privately as a luxury transformation concept for high-net-worth women, more recently leaking into influencer culture under hypergamy, sugar-baby, and “high-value femininity” language. Private backers embarrassed. Advisors blindsided. Questions raised.

Then the part that made my stomach drop through the floor:

sources allege that the founder known publicly as Lady Winona is not cisgender, and that aspects of the venture’s mythology may have relied on both gender performance and investor fantasy in ways some early supporters now describe as deceptive, exploitative, or emotionally manipulative.

I stopped reading.

No.

I kept reading, because pain is a discipline too.

Tomas had talked. Everything he knew, everything he suspected, everything he thought he understood, he had handed to Iris in exchange for whatever small cash and large attention a man like him always believed could sustain him. There were quotes from “a source close to the founders” about me being “the most convincing part of the brand because the transformation was happening in real time.”

There was one poisonous little line about “the strategic eroticization of aspiration” that could only have come from Tomas because no one else talked like they were auditioning to narrate their own funeral.

And there, midway down, was Lora.

Not quoted directly. Never that. Iris was too smart. But “a prominent early backer who requested anonymity described the recent cheapening of the brand via social media and sugar-dating-coded aesthetics as a betrayal of the original concept’s promise of discretion and dignity.”

Dignity.

That hurt more than the heiress fraud language.

Because Lora had been right.

The article wasn’t just exposing a con. It was making me obscene in public and calling it clarification.

Abraham took the phone back when he saw my hand begin to shake.

“Don’t read the comments,” he said.

That, naturally, guaranteed I would.

They were already everywhere. On reposts, on article links, in quote-posts from women with expensive names and girls with ring lights and men who had never earned the confidence to discuss femininity but did so anyway because public humiliation of women—especially women like me—always made them feel intellectually brave.

Fake heiress.
Private con.
So she was a man the whole time??
This is why women’s spaces get turned into scams.
Honestly iconic.
No wait this is dark.
He—she—whatever—still looks better than most of the girls complaining.
Madam vibes.
Pimp vibes.
A sugar-baby finishing school run by a fake countess and her boyfriend is the most Manhattan thing I’ve ever heard.
Not the tr*nny luxury fraud omg.

I put my hand over my mouth and regretted it because I still did that when I was scared.

Abraham saw.

He stepped closer and moved my hand down himself.

“No,” he said quietly.

I stared at him.

“Don’t hide your face from this,” he said.

I wanted to scream at him. Instead I looked past him to the apartment, which suddenly seemed too full of evidence. The silk robe over the chair. The jewelry tray. The printed pitch decks. The perfume bottle in the bathroom catching weak morning light. The whiteboard still in the corner, old marker scars beneath newer plans, as if the whole stupid miraculous thing had been visible from the beginning and we were the only ones shocked the city had finally come to collect.

My phone buzzed again.

Vivian, calling.

I answered because some disasters deserve witnesses of quality.

She did not say hello.

“If one more stranger asks me whether I train sugar babies, I’m going to start throwing people through vitrines.”

“Good morning to you too.”

Vivian exhaled sharply. “Are you all right?”

That almost did me in.

“Yes,” I lied.

“No, you’re not,” she said. “And I don’t have time for vanity grief, so hear me correctly. The problem is not that the city knows. The problem is that a mediocre man got to tell it first.”

I leaned against the counter.

Abraham was across from me now, making coffee not because coffee mattered but because his hands required an object or they might go looking for Tomas.

“What do I do?” I asked.

Vivian went quiet for one beat.

Then: “You stop letting them define the narrative as shame.”

The line sat in me, hot and useful.

Before I could answer, another call buzzed on the other line.

Miles.

I ignored it.

Vivian heard the click and said, “Is that your golden retriever investor?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t answer him yet. He’ll apologize like he did something, and that won’t help.”

She was right, of course. Miles wanted to be good. That was the problem with him. He would try to fix pain through sincerity and logistics, neither of which could do anything with this.

When I hung up, Abraham slid a mug toward me.

I took it automatically.

“Options,” he said.

There it was. Founder language. Emergency mode.

I laughed once, brittle. “You say that like this is a deck.”

“It isn’t,” he said. “But panic is ugly, and we can’t afford ugly.”

I took a sip of coffee that tasted like almost nothing.

He was right, which made me want to bite him.

“Options,” he repeated.

I put the mug down.

“Run the shell,” I said, because the answer came immediately in the language of old instinct. “Disappear. Kill the press line. Refund where needed. Let the company die.”

His eyes held mine.

“That’s one option,” he said.

The apartment went still around us.

Because we both heard what had gone unsaid.

Kill the company, yes. Let the shell die, yes.

But what about me.

Public cruelty is boring in its structure and infinite in its appetite.

That was the next lesson.

The actual article was one thing. The afterlife of it was another. Women in glossy columns discussing “the dangerous convergence of luxury shame economies and online femininity culture.” Men on finance podcasts joking about “cash-only contour capitalism.” Anonymous social accounts reposting old photos of me next to cropped images of my face before procedures, as if gender could be litigated through side-by-side evidence boards made by strangers.

And always the language. Never just fraud. Never just lie. It had to be made sexual, strange, contaminating.

Madam. Pimp. Monster. Imposter.
Predatory femininity.
Male manipulation of female aspiration.
A woman if convenient.
A man when useful.
A scam in heels.

I had known, abstractly, that if the city ever turned sharp it would use the body as evidence.

Knowing and living inside it were not the same thing.

At noon I finally answered Miles.

He sounded wrecked.

“I’m so sorry.”

“For what?” I asked, colder than I meant to.

“For—everything. I should’ve seen Tomas. I should’ve called Lora earlier. I should’ve—”

“No,” I said. “You should’ve been less earnest. But since that was never likely, here we are.”

Silence.

Then, very quietly, “Are you okay?”

There it was again. That question people ask because it’s the only moral furniture left in the room.

I looked down at my body in the cream silk robe, at the line of my chest beneath it, at my own hand holding the phone. I looked past that to Abraham at the dining table, already writing something on a yellow legal pad with the kind of concentration he used when trying not to come apart.

“No,” I said. “But I’m also not what they’re saying.”

Miles exhaled, like maybe he had been waiting for permission to keep believing in me personally even if the company burned.

“I know,” he said.

I almost told him he didn’t. That none of them did. That even the ones who loved me or wanted me or invested in me had mostly loved or wanted or funded an arrangement they found legible.

But I didn’t. Because I was starting to understand that there was no use resenting people for not seeing clearly what I had only just admitted to myself.

After the call, Abraham looked up.

“What did he say?”

“That he’s sorry.”

He nodded once. “He should be.”

I sat opposite him.

Sun had shifted across the table, catching the press printouts, the unpaid past, the paid present, the yellow legal pad under his hand.

The apartment felt like a crossroads inside a trap.

He looked tired. Beautiful and tired and more Billy than Abraham now, the polished founder shell cracked by fury and worry and the fact that none of his systems could fully protect me from this part.

“We can leave,” he said.

I knew what he meant.

Not Brooklyn for the day. Not Manhattan for the weekend.

Leave.

Cash, passports, whatever identities still had enough life in them to survive one more border crossing. Another city. Another story. A reset written in panic and devotion.

“Where?” I asked.

“Anywhere.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s enough of one.”

I stared at him.

He stared back.

And there it was, the oldest fantasy in the whole book. Me and you against the world. Take the money. Take the lie. Take the love and run before the room can turn it into spectacle.

Part of me wanted it with a violence that frightened me.

Part of me wanted to burn Manhattan for making me visible only once I could be sold or mocked. Wanted to leave with him and build another weather system somewhere nobody knew what a de Lannoy was supposed to sound like. Wanted to let the company die and keep only what had become true in it.

But the sentence from the bathroom was still inside me.

I am not a man.

And once that had been spoken aloud, running started to sound less like escape and more like another way of disappearing.

“If we leave,” I said slowly, “what happens?”

“We survive.”

“No.” I shook my head. “That’s what happens to the company. What happens to me?”

His mouth tightened.

I kept going because if I stopped now I would let him seduce me into another elegant vanishing act.

“I cross another city as another woman under another arrangement and let everyone decide I was fake because the company was fake? I let Tomas and Iris and every bored man online make this the story forever?”

He was silent.

I stood, suddenly unable to stay seated.

The kitchen, the whiteboard, the mirror by the door, the whole apartment seemed to be waiting for me to choose what kind of woman I was going to be now that the room had turned violent.

“I won’t run from this,” I said.

His face changed.

Not anger. Grief, maybe. Fear. Pride. It all lived too close together in him to separate cleanly.

“Winona—”

“No.” I swallowed. “No. Not like that.”

He stopped.

Because he knew what I meant.

Not the heiress. Not the shell. Not the aspiration fantasy built from Europe and old money and private schools and strategic silence.

Me.

The person underneath it.

The woman underneath it.

I put both hands on the table and leaned toward him.

“The company can be exposed,” I said. “The heiress story can die. The fake history can die. Tomas can choke on it for all I care. But I am not letting them take what’s real and call it part of the fraud.”

The room went very still.

Abraham—Billy—set his pen down carefully.

Then he said, in a voice so quiet it made everything sharper, “What are you asking for?”

I heard myself answer without hesitation.

“A press conference.”

He blinked.

I almost laughed at that. That of all things, after this entire novel, could still surprise him.

“A press conference,” he repeated.

“Yes.”

“That’s insane.”

“Yes.”

“We are not a public company.”

“No,” I said. “We’re a public humiliation now. There’s a difference.”

Something like reluctant admiration moved behind his exhaustion.

“You want to face them.”

“I want to use them.”

That got me a real look.

I kept going.

“They think the story is a fake European rich girl and a private luxury con and some dark little body-and-money kink for women with insecurity problems and men with bank accounts. Fine. Let them come for that. Let them ask the ugliest versions of their questions. Then I answer the one thing Iris and Tomas and the rest of them do not get to define.”

He stood.

Came around the table.

Stopped close.

“Which is?”

I looked up at him, all the fear and heat and truth of the last months gathered into one clear line.

“That creating the lady is real.”

His hand found mine where it rested on the table.

Tight.

Not romantic first. Anchor first. Then maybe everything else after.

We held each other’s gaze a long second while the apartment seemed to pull itself into witness.

Then he said, “All right.”

The press conference happened on Tuesday because by then the city had become hungry enough that if we waited longer, the story would harden without us.

We rented a room in Manhattan under one of the last clean corporate structures still available to Abraham’s genius for shell work. Neutral hotel conference room. White backdrop. Podium we did not use because podiums made people lie worse. Two microphones on a long table draped in cream linen. Water glasses. Too many chairs. Not enough mercy.

Reporters came.

Of course they did.

Beauty press. Startup press. tabloid-adjacent digital media. A finance columnist who looked embarrassed to be there until she remembered clicks were morally neutral. Women in severe blazers. Men who had definitely called me some version of fraud in group chats. Cameras. Phones. An assistant from a cable segment no one would admit watching.

And Iris Bell in the third row, notebook open, expression composed enough to make me want to drag her by the collar and ask whether she had enjoyed being handed my body as a frame for a con.

I wore cream.

Not white. Too bridal. Not black. Too funeral. Cream silk blouse, dark skirt, proper structure underneath, earrings, hair smooth, mouth soft and exact. No heiress excess. No European fantasy. Just a woman arranged to survive a room.

Billy—Abraham—sat beside me in charcoal, one hand on the table so close to mine it was almost part of me already.

When we took our seats, he found my hand under the linen immediately.

Held it tight.

The pressure of it nearly broke me and steadied me at the same time.

The room flashed once with cameras. Then again.

I looked out at all of them and understood, with a strange and almost holy calm, that there was no version of my life after this where I would get to belong to privacy in the same way again.

So I might as well tell the truth beautifully.

Abraham spoke first.

Not long. Just enough to frame the room.

“Yes,” he said, voice even and carrying. “Parts of our founder mythology were fabricated. Yes, the European heiress story was aspirational fiction. Yes, the company’s privacy structure and capital relationships were deliberately exclusive and at times improperly informal. We are not here to insult anyone’s intelligence by denying that.”

Pens moved. Eyes sharpened. Iris did not look down.

Then Abraham’s hand tightened around mine once under the table.

My turn.

I leaned toward the microphone.

The room went quieter than it had any right to.

“My name is Wyatt Mintzberg,” I said.

There.

A visible shift in the room. Not because anyone didn’t already know the legal name from Iris’s article. But because hearing it from my own mouth changed the geometry of the thing.

“I was the woman you knew as Lady Winona de Lannoy,” I said. “And yes, that name was invented. So was the family history. So was the aristocratic mystique. We created a European story because aspiration is part of transformation, and because people are more willing to believe in beauty when it sounds imported.”

That got a ripple through the room. Not laughter. Recognition with teeth.

I kept going before anyone could interrupt.

“Creating the Lady was always meant to be literal and figurative. Literal in the sense that it was a company built around image, body, presentation, and the realities of how women are read in the world. Figurative in the sense that every transformation begins with a story. A fantasy. An aspiration. Some idea of the self that feels bigger, softer, freer, more coherent than the life you are currently trapped inside.”

My voice held.

Billy’s hand did not leave mine.

The room was still.

“So yes,” I said. “We made up a rich woman from Europe. We built aspiration into the brand on purpose. Because whether anyone wants to admit it or not, change often begins by imagining someone you are not yet. A richer woman. A braver woman. A more beautiful woman. A woman who walks into a room and is not apologized for by her own body.”

There was a camera clicking too fast in the back. Someone in the second row leaned forward unconsciously. Iris’s face remained unreadable in that irritatingly disciplined way, but I saw the hand on her pen tighten.

My throat felt hot. My pulse too loud.

I let it sharpen me.

“What I will not accept,” I said, “is the idea that because part of the story was fabricated, the woman I became was fabricated too.”

That landed.

I knew it did because the room changed.

Not dramatically. No gasps. But the energy shifted from scandal consumption to attention. The good kind. The dangerous kind.

“I did not become a woman to sell a company,” I said. “The company gave me cover long enough to admit that I already was one.”

For one second, I thought I might lose the voice. Not to nerves. To the sheer force of relief.

Billy’s hand crushed mine tighter under the table.

I let myself feel it.

Then I looked directly at the reporters, the cameras, Iris Bell, all of them.

“You can call the heiress story fake,” I said. “It was. You can call the branding manipulative. It was. You can call the capital structure private to the point of impropriety. Fair. But you do not get to call my womanhood part of the con because it helped you make the article more interesting.”

The room inhaled.

Not everybody agreed. I could feel that too. A few faces hardened. One man in the back looked annoyed at being denied a simpler monster. But enough of them stayed with me that I knew the truth had punctured the performance in the right place.

A hand went up immediately.

Then another.

Then another.

Questions flew. About the investors. About Lora. About whether the women involved knew what they were buying. About ethics. About deception. About Tomas. About whether I thought “aspirational fraud” was an acceptable business model. About whether this had exploited women’s insecurities. About whether I considered myself a victim, a visionary, or a manipulator.

I answered what mattered.

I did not answer what didn’t.

Lora had believed in discretion and was right to feel betrayed. Tomas had acted without authorization and with contempt for the private dignity of the people involved. The social media cheapening was a violation, not a strategy. The company had exploited aspiration because nearly every beauty company exploits aspiration, ours had simply been more honest and more dangerous about the mechanics. As for whether I was victim or manipulator—

“I was a liar,” I said. “And I was also someone telling the truth in the only way I knew how to survive telling it.”

That one quieted them again.

Then Iris raised her hand.

Of course she did.

I pointed to her because we had come this far and cowardice would have been ugly.

She stood without looking flustered.

“Do you understand,” she asked, “why some women may still feel violated by the idea that their private shame, their insecurity, their desire to become more socially legible, were used as the commercial foundation for your own awakening?”

Billy’s hand tensed under the table so hard I thought he might stand.

I pressed back once with my fingers. Stay.

Then I looked at Iris Bell and gave her the answer she had earned and maybe the answer I had spent the whole book learning to say.

“Yes,” I said. “I do. And they have that right. But I also think what frightens people most is not that we built aspiration into the company. It’s that aspiration worked. Not just commercially. Personally. The lie became a door. And once I walked through it, the door did not stop being real because the paint on it was fake.”

Silence.

Then scribbling. Camera clicks. Movement.

I should have stopped there.

Instead I kept going because endings only matter if you earn them.

“Creating the Lady was never only about dresses or procedures or posture or wealthy fantasy,” I said. “It was about the terrifying fact that people become who they practice being. Sometimes that’s ugly. Sometimes it’s criminal. Sometimes it’s liberating. In my case, it was all three.”

That finally got a laugh.

Small. Startled. Human.

Good. Let them breathe with me.

I turned then—not fully, just enough—to Billy at my side.

He looked at me with his whole face open in a way I had only ever seen in private. No Abraham left now. Just the man who had opened the door and then stayed when I walked through it.

I looked back at the room.

“The company may not survive this,” I said. “The heiress won’t. Good. Let her go. But the lady is real. And I don’t need Europe or old money or mystery to say so anymore.”

The room held still for one strange bright second after that.

Then the questions came again, louder, faster, greedier, because the press is still the press and catharsis is not a disinfectant.

But it no longer mattered in the same way.

Because under the table, Billy held my hand so tightly it hurt, and for once the pain felt like proof instead of warning.

When it was over, when the cameras were lowering and the reporters were already halfway back inside their own rewrites, he leaned toward me and said, too low for the room to hear:

“There she is.”

This time I smiled.

“Finally,” I said.


Epilogue

[image: ]

THE CITY still liked to say my name like it had invented me a year later. That was Manhattan’s favorite trick. It tried to devour you, then if you survived with enough glamour left in your teeth, it claimed it had believed in you from the beginning.

I let it.

From the back seat of the town car, I watched Fifth Avenue move by in polished blurs—flags, glass, women with good posture and expensive resentment, men pretending not to check reflections as they passed dark windows. Rain from earlier had left the avenue slick and luminous. New York looked exactly the way it always wanted to be seen after a scandal: cleaner, richer, and less embarrassed than it had any right to be.

Beside me, Billy adjusted the cuff of his coat and glanced at his phone.

He had gone back to being Billy in private and in the office, but the world still knew how to use Abraham Sinclair when it wanted something from him. Investors preferred Abraham. Press preferred Billy. Women in our partnerships preferred whichever version smiled at them longest. I had the privilege of knowing exactly where one ended and the other began, and the even greater privilege of knowing that after the press conference, he had stopped trying to keep the line so clean.

Now he was both at once.

That, it turned out, looked very good on him.

“How bad is it?” I asked.

He glanced up. “That depends.”

“On?”

“Whether you consider seventy-three unread messages from collaborators before noon a sign of growth or a sign that we need a bigger executive team.”

I smiled and looked back out the window.

A year.

A year since Tomas sold the story. A year since the city got to say fake heiress and con and gender and luxury and shame in one ugly delighted mouthful. A year since I told the truth into a bank of microphones and felt my life split open cleanly enough that I could finally step into it without ducking.

And instead of dying, the company had become enormous.

Not overnight. Not magically. The first month after the press conference had still been chaos. Calls. Threats. Sympathy disguised as concern. Private messages from women thanking me in language so raw it made me sit on the bathroom floor and cry with my good skincare still on. Public essays accusing us of commodifying femininity. Other essays praising the brutal honesty of finally admitting that beauty had always been aspirational theater with invoices attached.

But the investors had not withdrawn.

That part still made me laugh sometimes, in the dark, with my face buried in Billy’s shoulder.

Not one.

Some had flinched. Some had stalled. Some had demanded revised structures, cleaner counsel, more obvious legality, less cash and more polish and more adults in the room. Lora had stayed away longest, and when she returned, she did it without apology, which was correct because what mattered was not whether she approved of all of it in hindsight. What mattered was that she had seen what came after.

The honesty made people trust us more.

Not because honesty is morally pure. That is a lie poor people are told by brands.

Because honesty, when delivered with enough force and enough style, makes people feel they are finally being admitted to the real mechanism.

We stopped pretending Creating The Lady was only for private women with old shame and new money.

We made it bigger.

Wider.

Harder to insult.

Now the brand had divisions. Partnerships. Programs. Strategy arms. Brand collaborations. Real clinics in real cities under real compliance teams. A legitimate aesthetics advisory network. Travel and leisure partners. Styling houses. Recovery concierge services. Feminine presentation coaching. Image architecture. Surgical referrals. Beauty education. A scholarship arm for women who could never have afforded the old private model. A global digital platform with tiered access and discreet premium services for those who still wanted secrecy, but also accessible programs for ordinary women trying to rebuild their lives after divorce, grief, transition, reinvention, illness, motherhood, aging, leaving bad men, finding themselves late, or simply deciding they were tired of apologizing for wanting more.

That had been my insistence.

If the company survived me telling the truth, then the truth had to mean something bigger than my own survival.

Creating The Lady no longer promised aristocratic fantasy.

It promised permission.

And permission, it turned out, scaled beautifully.

The car stopped in front of our flagship townhouse.

I still thought of it as the townhouse sometimes, though the press insisted on calling it our “global maison,” which made Billy want to commit light arson. Four floors in Manhattan with cream stone, dark ironwork, a private consultation floor, event space, partner suites, editorial rooms, fitting studios, and a top-floor office that still smelled faintly like paint and my perfume because I had moved in before everything was technically finished.

It was absurd.

It was gorgeous.

It was ours.

Billy got out first, then turned and offered me his hand, not because I needed help but because some rituals deserve to survive success.

I took it.

Cameras flashed before my feet even touched the pavement.

A year ago, that would have made my pulse jump.

Now it merely sharpened me.

I stepped out in a cream wool coat over a pale gold silk dress, heels sensible enough to suggest power rather than pain, hair smooth and heavy down my back, diamonds at the ear, my mouth exactly the mouth I had bled and swollen and healed into. Billy’s hand stayed at mine until we reached the door, then shifted to the small of my back with that same old public ease that had once been part of the act and was now simply part of how we moved.

Inside, the lobby was already alive.

Staff crossing with tablets. Floral installations being adjusted for tonight’s launch dinner. Garment bags moving upstairs. A beauty editor by the reception desk pretending she was early rather than strategic. The head of partnerships speaking into a headset near the staircase. Two girls in their twenties taking in the space with expressions that told me they had saved for months for one of our accessible transformation weekends and still could not believe they were here.

That was the part that always hit me hardest.

Not the wealth. Not the scale. Not even the revenge of surviving so publicly.

The women.

Women of every age, every income bracket, every body type, every old life trying to become some newer truer one. Women who arrived polished already. Women who arrived in fear. Women who whispered. Women who talked too much because they were terrified. Women whose marriages had ended. Women whose careers had. Women who wanted luxury. Women who wanted relief. Women who wanted surgery. Women who wanted a haircut and a proper fitting and one good week of feeling like they did not have to disappear inside themselves. Women who were trans. Women who were cis. Women who were beginning again in ways big and small.

We had become a house of becoming.

And sometimes, when I forgot to armor myself against sentimentality, that knowledge hit me so hard I felt nineteen and terrified and invisible all over again.

Billy leaned down just slightly as we crossed the lobby.

“You’re doing that thing.”

“What thing?”

“The face.”

I kept smiling for the staff and the cameras and the partner from Milan waiting by the staircase.

“What face?”

“The one where you’re two seconds away from becoming emotional in couture.”

I laughed under my breath. “Shut up.”

“Never.”

He was smiling too, the bastard. That softer private smile he only wore in public when he knew no one else could tell what it meant.

We stopped near the central staircase because one of the global campaign photographers wanted “just a quick moment, natural, candid,” which of course meant staged intimacy under flattering light. Billy’s hand found mine again. Tight. Familiar. He always held it harder in public than people noticed, like he was still making sure I was real and not just a story he’d built too beautifully one winter in Brooklyn.

A year ago that would have made me think of the performance.

Now it made me think of survival.

The photographer asked us to look at each other.

Billy did, and for one instant the whole lobby softened around the edges.

No Abraham mask. No founder polish. No strategic male partner who understood investor language and tailoring.

Just him.

My co-conspirator. My witness. My first audience. The man who had opened a door with a lie and then stayed when I walked through it as myself.

The camera clicked.

And because the universe likes symmetry almost as much as Billy does, he murmured, so only I could hear:

“There she is.”

This time I smiled before I could stop it.

“Still?”

“Always.”

The day unfolded in its now-normal madness.

A breakfast strategy call with a travel partner launching our recovery retreat collaboration in Bali and Lake Como. A fitting review for our new ready-to-wear capsule designed around actual bodies instead of fantasy mannequins. A lunch with a surgical group wanting to expand our referral model in Singapore and London. A panel rehearsal for an evening event called Creating the Lady: Reinvention, Image, and the Modern Feminine Life, which sounded slightly ridiculous and sold out in eleven minutes.

Billy moved through it all with that beautiful lethal competence he had once used to get us into rooms and now used to own them properly. He still flirted like oxygen was a tax-deductible business expense, but he had become frighteningly good at the real machinery too. Partnerships. Messaging. Discipline. Money. He could charm a billionaire and terrify a CFO in the same meeting. He loved saying no now, which was one of success’s ugliest side effects and, unfortunately, one that looked very good on him.

At one point, as we crossed from the styling floor to the top office, I caught our reflection in the mirrored hallway.

I still did that.

Not because I doubted anymore.

Because I liked to look.

That was one of the great small luxuries of telling the truth. Vanity lost its old shame. I could admire myself without pretending it was ironic.

The woman in the reflection wore cream silk and diamonds and moved like she knew exactly what kind of room she was in. Her body no longer felt like an argument interrupted by fabric. Her face no longer startled her with its own rightness. Her life had shape to it now, and not just the external kind.

Billy stopped when he saw me looking.

“What?”

I tilted my head at the mirror. “I’m hot.”

He barked out a laugh. “Jesus Christ.”

“I am.”

“You are,” he said, stepping closer behind me. “You’re also impossible.”

I turned to look at him.

His eyes moved over me with that same old combination of reverence and appetite that still, somehow, had not dulled with access. If anything it had worsened. Sometimes I thought the more real I became, the more unhinged it made him.

“Say more nice things,” I said.

His hand slid to my waist. “You built an empire out of the worst idea we ever had.”

I smiled. “Better.”

He leaned in and kissed me once, quickly, because staff were nearby and scandal had taught us some lessons, though apparently not enough.

Then his mouth brushed my temple and he said, lower, “You’re the best thing I ever lied about.”

That one stayed with me the rest of the day.

By evening the townhouse glowed.

Candles. Florals. Women in silk and wool and velvet. Partners from beauty, fashion, travel, leisure, surgery, publishing, cosmetics, hospitality. A London stylist who kissed both my cheeks and told me our scholarship arm had become “a fucking social correction.” A Korean skincare founder who wanted a three-city partnership. An airline luxury division looking to build a “becoming class” package for elite reinvention travel. A lingerie brand launching a fit line with us designed not around generic sexy but actual feminine structure across multiple body needs. A wellness retreat company. A recovery suite brand. A jewelry house. A footwear designer. A discreet private banking team for women in transition after divorce or inheritance.

Everywhere I turned, there was another collaboration.

Another sponsor.

Another woman saying some version of:
I wish this had existed ten years ago.
I sent my sister.
I sent my mother.
I sent myself.
You have no idea what this changed.

I did have some idea.

That was the problem.

Lora arrived last.

Of course she did.

Lora Bellamy understood theater too well to waste an entrance.

She came in wearing dark plum and old diamonds and the expression of a woman who had survived enough men to only really respect the dangerous ones. The room tilted toward her. She let it.

When she reached me, she kissed the air beside my cheek and said, “You’ve become intolerable.”

I smiled. “And profitable.”

Her mouth moved. “Yes. Most annoyingly, both.”

Billy appeared at my side like he had felt the temperature change.

“Lora,” he said.

She looked between us, then around the room, then back at me.

“I was wrong about one thing,” she said.

“Only one?”

“Don’t be greedy.”

I waited.

She sighed very slightly, which in Lora-language was almost affection.

“I thought the honesty would save the woman and kill the company,” she said. “Instead it clarified the company.”

That hit me harder than praise from anyone else in the room would have.

Because she was right.

The scandal had stripped away the dead mythology and left the mechanism exposed. And the mechanism, once cleaned of its fake heiress fantasy, was still powerful—more powerful, even—because it was no longer pretending aspiration belonged only to a certain tax bracket and a certain accent.

Creating The Lady had started as luxury deception.

It had become a global language for transformation.

Not moral. Not pure. Still commercial, still polished, still selling desire with excellent lighting.

But real.

And under all of that, more real than anyone outside the very beginning would ever fully understand, it had become the structure inside which I got to become myself.

Late that night, after the final guests left and the staff thinned and the candles had burned low enough to soften the whole townhouse into gold and shadow, Billy and I ended up alone in my office on the top floor.

Our office, really. Though he still maintained one floor below with more obvious files and fewer personal weapons.

I kicked off my heels and went to stand by the window.

Manhattan spread below us in glitter and glass and relentless wanting. Somewhere out there were the old rooms. The old lies. The old versions of me. The fake heiress. The press conference. Tomas, hopefully miserable. Iris Bell, probably still pretending she had broken a story instead of clearing a path.

Behind me, I heard Billy loosen his tie and pour us both something expensive from the office bar.

A year ago we would have still called this winning in a way that sounded like revenge.

Now it felt different.

Bigger and quieter.

He came to stand beside me and handed me a glass.

“To global domination?” he said.

I took it. “Too tacky.”

“To women with better options.”

“Better.”

He lifted his glass toward mine.

“To the lady,” he said.

The city flashed below us.

I touched my glass to his and looked at my reflection faintly over the window glass—my face layered over Manhattan, neither canceling the other out.

No fake title.
No Luxembourg ghost.
No strategic mystery required.

Just me.

And the man beside me who had once joked that our future was hiding in somebody else’s champagne.

I smiled into the dark.

“To creating her,” I said.

Billy looked at me, and there it was again—that old, impossible mixture of hunger, pride, reverence, and terrible humor that had somehow survived scandal, money, surgery, press, deceit, reinvention, and all the ugly glorious machinery in between.

His hand found mine.

Tight as ever.

As if after all this time he still couldn’t quite believe I was real.

Maybe that was the secret, in the end.

Not that he made me.

Not that the city did.

Not even that the scandal freed me.

It was that somewhere between the lie and the love and the body and the room, I finally became someone I could stand to be alone with.

And after that, everything else—global brand deals, investors, couture, sponsors, flights, surgeries, women crossing oceans for one better version of themselves—was just scale.

The truth had been much smaller when it started.

A cramped Brooklyn apartment.
A cracked mirror.
A black dress in plastic.
A game of rock, paper, scissors.
A boy who saw the outline of a woman and said there you are.

The empire came later.

The lady came first.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Creating The Lady? In that case, I hope you can check out my first full-length Transgender Transformation novel The Love Hormone.
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“Along with the Estrogen and Anti-androgen, I took EVERYTHING, including the Risk of Falling in Love.”

It contains over 43,000 indelible words that will open your eyes to the possibility that transformation can lead to Happily Ever After. It is a brave story of a nurse who got kicked out of the house for wearing a dress and eventually meets an arrogant yet oh-so-charming doctor who will not only steal her parking slot, but also her heart.

Read The Love Hormone

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge multiple times more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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“Five deliciously girly transformations.”

Step into a world of glamour, temptation, and irresistible feminization in this illustrated romance collection from Lilly Lustwood. Inside are five standalone feminization stories, each paired with beautiful images and packed with transformation, seduction, and girly fantasy.

No repeats. No cross-additions. These stories are exclusive to this collection and do not appear in Lilly Lustwood’s other collections.

Included in this collection:

His First Skirt

The Pink Mask

Seven Girly Sins

Girly Weekends

Trapping My Boss

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and Prepare for a Feminization Romance Ride!

Note: This collection contains feminization, transgender transformation, romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes.

Read Secret Girly Transformations


Hello Lilly
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So, okay, I know that you can’t wait to read the book but I can’t help but share with you my excitement (I know, I don’t look too thrilled in that photo but it’s the only one I could find where I’m holding the telephone, lol) but trust me, I am!

I’ve created an exclusive Fansly(profile) where I post feminizing and enchanting audio clips to help you achieve your most dazzling version.

Apart from the hypnotic lessons, I also post bonus content such as photos and scalding real-life stories along with POV clips that can lull (or get your blood rushing) depending on your choice, xo.

I’ll be updating it weekly with new content so stay tuned.

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

Need more of my romantic bedtime stories? It’s your lucky day! All of my bundles are unique, and none of the stories were cross-added so you can buy all of them without having to worry about whether or not a story already appeared on another bundle.

With these bundles, you’re going to save more than 50%. Love love love!
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Custom Story

∞∞∞

Did you know that I also write custom/commission-based stories? Yes, I do, and I will write it to the tee based on your liking. Here’s a sample of a commission story I’ve created for one of my lovely readers.
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Added to that, if you’re a Lilly Lustwood reader, you’re quite aware of how colorful my prose is and I do three rounds of edits before I publish. Please understand that masterpieces cannot be rushed.

Don’t take my word for it, here’s what one of them had to say:

“I love the story!!!! Ty for writing almost 100 pages for Michelle and Evelynn—I’m sure they’re happy you gave them such love and attention as well. <3 My only disappointment came when I finished reading, but I realized I can re-read as much as I want.

Your storytelling skills are so great—if there’s any way I can leave a review please let me know! I truly enjoyed every moment of this commission.” -Michelle

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

I know that many of you prefer consuming a book while doing something else. Most especially when it’s some of my books which are hard to read even with one hand haha!

That’s why I’ve created audiobook versions of my top sellers. They’re available on Audible and other major distributors!
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Listen to Audiobooks


Find Femboys
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Many of my readers love dressing up and have not fully transitioned for various reasons. Some of them also live double lives and are happy dressing up femininely part-time.

I get a lot of emails, but I can’t accommodate each and every one of them, so I created a community called Find Femboys. It’s a kink-positive platform allowing sissies, crossdressers, femboys, and people who love them to chat, exchange, meet, and more in a safe online space.

We have over 44,000 ACTIVE MEMBERS from around the world!

✓    44 Free Messages Daily

✓    View 44 Profiles/day

✓    Faster PHP system

✓    Support replies in 24–48h

App version in the works!

You don’t even need to upgrade to VIP to enjoy most of it.

Creating an account is as easy as 1-2-3. See you there!

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…

[image: ]

“A guy can’t be the leading lady!”

I was never one of the boys in Bellrose. I was too soft, too pretty, too easy to laugh at. The boys called me a sissy. The girls looked at me like I was something pathetic and unfinished. And Angela Princeton—cheer captain, queen bee, and girlfriend of star jock Perry Klein—made humiliating me her favorite hobby.

So I decided to destroy her in the most beautiful way I could.

When the school announced Swan Lake, Angela thought the starring girl role was already hers. I auditioned for it anyway. And when I won, I set out to become the kind of girl no one in this town could ignore.

I studied everything in secret—makeup, posture, voice, softness, elegance. I learned how a little lip tint could change a mouth, how a tighter waist could change a silhouette, how perfume, poise, and the right look could turn ridicule into obsession.

What started as revenge turned into something hotter, stranger, and far more dangerous. With every feminine change, I became more captivating. More wanted. More powerful. More like Dana.

Soon the same school that mocked me couldn’t stop watching me. Girls wanted my beauty secrets. Boys stared too long. And Perry Klein, the golden boy who used to stand there and let Angela tear me apart, started looking at me like I was the only thing in the room.

I should have hated that. Instead, I started recording every stare, every confession, every forbidden moment, planning to use his obsession as the final humiliation. But the deeper I fell into Dana, the less this felt like a role—and the more dangerous it became to pretend I could still control it.

Because revenge was easy. Becoming myself was the part that could ruin me.

Read Girl Role

Lilly Lustwood is a bestselling author of Transgender Romance. She has written hundreds of books but there are titles that truly helped introduce her to a wider range of readers. Here are just some of her bestselling books of all time.
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Want her classic works or check out some obscure ones? Feel free to check out these titles below.
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Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Creating The Lady.

For a writer, I can’t seem to find the best word to describe how grateful I am for your support.

If you enjoyed this book, KINDLY (with puppy-dog eyes) give it a Rating and Review.

Let’s get it to the overall bestseller list <3

Should you feel the need to send me a message concerning this book, your love life, or just about anything, please feel free to follow the pages below and Subscribe to my Mailing List to get updates on Free Books, Promos, and New Releases.

You can also follow my author profile on Amazon simply by visiting the Amazon Page below, you will get e-mails from Amazon whenever I have a new book, xo.

Mailing List (stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view)

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

Amazon Page (www.amazon.com/Lilly-Lustwood/e/B0B9X11BMR/)

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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perform for free in Madison Square Garden.

To her surprise, Curtis wasn’t the man

she pictured him to be behind the curtains.
Just how far would she go to prove her love |
for him in this tale of |
The Superstar’s Sissy Secret?

" Book written by Bestselling Author
Lilly Lustwood

Audiobook narrated by World Top Erotic Hypnotist
Devlin Wylde (Wylde in Bed)
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