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Say Thank You

Kayla rolled her sedan to a sharp stop, she put the car in park, and she jumped out, squealing, "C'mon! Come on, I want to see what he did!"

Rolling her eyes, Michelle shook her head from side to side. That morning, Kayla had actually suggested they blow off their classes and go straight into the office. Even if this would have been appreciated by their manager, Michelle gently pointed out that they had a test in Professor Rogers' class, plus they really needed to be there for the Art in Contemporary Society lecture. Unsurprisingly, Kayla had looked right back at the other girl, placed her hands on Michelle's shoulders, and asked, "Are those things really as important as finding out what he did? I mean, we're playing with this boy, and he has to make this choice. I want to know what he decides!"

As gently and diplomatically as possible, Michelle once again pointed out that they had their academic requirements. Besides, they could go in after class. That's when they would get to see what he had decided.

"Should we go to his cubicle together? Or maybe we should give him a call and ask him to report to us?" Kayla asked, practically gushing as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

Together, the girls strode through the parking garage, made their way into the main lobby, and swiped their cards to get access to the elevator bank. On their way up, Michelle wobbled her head from side to side. "Having both options could work."

"What do you think it was? What you think he decided?"

Michelle nibbled on the inside of her mouth. "I'm really not sure. You go first. What do you think he did?"

"I think he put it all on," Kayla announced with more certainty than she could have possibly felt. "Deep down, I bet he knew that we would discipline him if he didn't."

"If he didn't put it on, what are we going to do?" Michelle asked.

Kayla touched a finger to the bottom of her chin. She stared at her distorted reflection in the elevator doors. To her left and up near the ceiling, the red, neon lights announced their ascent through the building. "We make him put it on," she said. "And we make sure he says thank you."

Michelle laughed, and then she looked back at her friend. "I mean, last week, we caught him on Friday. Obviously, he wasn't ready for us. You honestly think that could work again? Maybe this time, he will tell us something else." At the same time, Michelle wondered how she would deal with her friend if Kayla got truly disappointed.

After all, they were just interns. And yet, Michelle also knew the other girl really, really well. In fact, Michelle probably knew Kayla better than anyone else.

"I hear what you're saying," Kayla replied. For five or six seconds, she settled down and considered the different possibilities. Her lips parted slightly, and she tapped her foot as she contemplated the different possibilities. "If he really fights us, could he win?" She spoke the words aloud as she contemplated the different variables. Then she grinned. "No."

"No?" Michelle asked. "Just like that? You don't think he could do it?"

"Nope," Kayla replied with a pop of her lips. Turning away from the doors, she looked right at Michelle. "First, we’re working together. Do we really think a boy could stand up to either of us, let alone both of us working together?"

"Good point," Michelle said with a smile.

"Second, we have already softened him up."

"You think?"

"What? Is he going to start fighting us now?"

"He could," Michelle said. "He might decide that one day was enough. At this point, maybe he will go to his boss and start complaining. He could go to HR? Or maybe he just skipped today altogether?"

"I don't think so," Kayla said.

"What makes you so sure?"

"Deep down, he wants to be a good boy."

"That is so patronizing," Michelle said. Her lips tightened as she tried to suppress that smile. She failed altogether, and then she burst out into a quick round of laughter. Kayla joined her. The doors opened, and a guy got on. This wasn't their floor.

Since they had audience now, both Michelle and Kayla became more surreptitious, "I think this project can still work," Kayla announced. She spoke with that professional demeanor as she looked straight ahead. The man standing behind them now was taller. He also wore a suit. He seemed capable, like someone who could make important decisions.

At the same time, however, Michelle had to wonder how he felt about being in that elevator with a pair of college girls. Obviously, they were younger. Did he automatically underestimate them? Or maybe, on some level, he glanced back at them, and he realized that they could work together to mold him, bend him, and shape him into whatever they wanted. Perhaps he really was a powerful executive who made important decisions.

Michelle narrowed her eyes as she stared forward, her lips hardening into a contemplative line. As she considered it, she wondered if something like that could actually be true. Out in the wider world, maybe there really were these men who were susceptible to female influences. On some level, it made sense to her. After all, her philosophy professor was an ardent feminist and talked extensively about how plenty of ancient thinkers had worried about women. Specifically, there were these questions. As far as the men were concerned, there was supposed to be a natural order, one where men ruled and women submitted. At the same time, however, those same thinkers and supposedly wise men kept going on and on about how women could be dangerous. They could be aggressive. They could be manipulative. "Basically, these guys were already in control of the world, but they were terrified of it. Now, that might just be a question of looking around to see who else is nearby. But also, don't you think it could be a question of these men confronting a fundamental vulnerability? When they looked out at the world, they saw male control, but they also saw that it could be incredibly fragile," said her instructor.

Those same rules could still apply…

"I think you might be right," Michelle said.

"So what’s it going to be? What's your vote?"

"I abstain," Michelle said, to which Kayla flashed that look of disappointment. The black-haired girl only flashed her ferocious grin when Michelle continued, "But I can't wait to see what he chooses."

Indecision. Hesitation. Doubt. Normally, Tony hated those reactions. Oddly enough, he had a friend who worked as a computer programmer. That guy was incredibly methodical; he was the kind of person who could sit down, stare at lines of code for hours on end, and hold back the urge to rush forward. He carefully considered each and every possibility before coming up with the optimal strategy or solution. As a programmer, that worked really well for him.

Tony usually preferred a different approach to his problems in life. He was fast. Maybe he wasn't perfect, but he loved going through different arguments as quickly as possible, dancing around online, and doing his best to defuse the different situations that popped up on the review sites and the various social media platforms. He could sit down, read a line of text, come up with a great answer, and type it out.

Was it the best? Probably not. Given a couple of hours to consider and reconsider it, could he have revised it to be better? Maybe. Then again, he had to go fast, and that was one reason why his supervisor appreciated him. He could handle difficult situations quickly, jumping from one potential problem to another.

Only now, Tony woke up before his alarm had the chance to go off. The moment he opened his eyes, he pictured them: two girls.

Michelle, a blonde with straight, golden yellow hair and black rimmed glasses. With her high cheekbones, cute nose, and big eyes, she looked very sweet. If he had met her back in high school, he would have wanted to timidly ask her out. Then there was Kayla. That girl, with her sleek black hair, seemed especially predatory. In fact, each time he saw her, he thought of a cat. Consequently, there was that sensation deep in the pit of his stomach, like he was about to be hunted.

Just thinking about her was enough to provoke that reaction.

Tony opened his eyes before his alarm had the chance to go off, but he remained in bed. His eyes stayed open as he stared at his bedroom door without coming to any specific conclusion. He hated this feeling. He hated indecision, the uncertainty, this ambiguous and amorphous sense of not knowing what would happen next.

Normally, he could navigate the unknown variables of his life without much trouble. Unlike other people, he didn't freak out when it came to traffic jams, broken elevators, or other mild inconveniences. Most of the time, he calculated for different possibilities. Not only that, he knew how to deal with it. This was one reason why he was good at handling social media and marketing. He could be adaptive, thinking about the viewers and customers and what they wanted, what they could tolerate, and what might make them unhappiest. It also probably helped that he genuinely hoped he could make people feel better.

All too often, scrolling through social media meant getting progressively angrier. As a marketer, he liked the idea of making people happy, of providing just a little bit more positivity and brightness to the world. Perhaps that was naïve, and he knew that some of his marketing instructors thought he was silly for having such high-minded ideals.

Tony didn't care. This was the kind of career he wanted, and this was what he truly believed he could accomplish.

But this wasn't a marketing problem. It wasn't a matter of public relations, messaging, or anything else.

And yet, it still came down to a question of his appearance.

When it came to his looks, Tony put in a little bit of effort. He knew he was lucky to be a boy. After all, he could just throw on some slacks, a T-shirt, a collared shirt, and maybe run a comb through his hair before heading out. Sometimes, he still smiled when he thought about one of his favorite shows. It had been canceled years before, but there was this vivid scene: a comparison between a woman and man getting ready for a first date. She had to primp and prepare herself, which meant shaving her legs, showering, doing her hair, plucking her eyebrows, and applying extensive makeup. For her, an entire day could be spent getting ready to look casual and attractive. What about the guy? What would he do?

He took a nap.

Perhaps Tony put in a little bit more effort than that, but he didn't have to think too hard about getting ready for work.

Until now.

This time, he waited for his intuition to kick in, like some automatic heuristic would activate in the center of his brain, telling him exactly what he needed to do. It could be reflexive and automatic.

And yet, that didn't happen. He waited, he still had his eyes open. The morning light streamed through his apartment window, and it hit the doorway out into the small hallway. Minute by minute, he refused to articulate the problem. Even now, he had a hard time acknowledging it.

For a few seconds here or there, Tony actually wished that he had imagined the entire thing. It never happened. It was just some strange delusion. He had worked too hard on Friday afternoon, and maybe the air conditioner went out, so perhaps the entire thing had been some strange delusion.

It wasn't.

Even now, he tilted his head slightly, and he looked down at his nightstand.

There, he saw it: the "lip balm". By now, he knew what it was. When he got home on Friday night, he had looked up the brand.

It was lip gloss. When he saw the advertisements for it, he saw those pretty models: girls with clear skin, bright eyes, high cheekbones, and vivid smiles. Her smile curved delightfully as they sparkled with feminine clarity.

This was lip gloss. This was lip gloss intended for girls. That was why Kayla and Michelle had it in the first place.

Part of him wanted to think they had tricked him. And yet, he had figured out the truth very, very quickly. There was a reason why he had tried so hard to wipe it off in the first place.

Only he hadn't succeeded.

Although he tried to suppress those images, they kept playing at the back of his mind: going to the break room, getting confronted, talking to one or both of them. The conference room. All of those different details coalesced again and again, spinning like some angry tempests. He didn't know how to center his thoughts.

More than that, he didn't know how to make this decision!

They wanted him to wear the lip gloss. Then there was the other item…

...The training bra...

Shutting his eyes again, Tony rolled onto his back, and he puffed out his cheeks. He exhaled slowly. Simultaneously, he waited for those thoughts to drift away.

Then there were the shoes.

The shoes…

Again, he refused to think about any of it.

At this point, he got up, and he grabbed his phone, and he halfheartedly hoped that there would be a message from his manager, announcing that the building had burned down or something.

No such luck. Instead, he answered a few messages about some of the accounts he handled. From there, he went into his living room, he poured himself some cereal, and he ate. As he watched some TV, Tony didn't really see what was happening on the screen in front of him. Rather, he kept thinking about those girls and what he was going to do.

There it was again: that indecision.

In one minute, he told himself that he was just going to take everything they had given him, and calmly shove it down into his trash compactor. He could destroy it, burn it, shred it, or melt it. The method didn't really matter, so long as he succeeded.

But he wasn't brave enough.

Again and again, Tony came to that conclusion.

By now, his alarm would have gone off, only he had dismissed the notification. He didn't have much time. He ate, and then he walked back into his bedroom. He stood there in his pajamas: sweat pants and a white T-shirt. He had his arms crossed over his chest, and he contemplated what he was going to do.

Finally, he threw his head back and he started laughing. "There is absolutely no way I'm going to let couple of girls tell me what to do," he growled. Even though he kept his voice low, he tried to sound dangerous for no one in particular. Most of all, he had to convince himself. So he got dressed. He pulled on his regular slacks, his socks, his normal shoes, and a dress shirt that buttoned up the front with the collar along his neck. He thought about putting on a tie, but his boss didn't really care about that degree of formality, so Tony skipped it. He grabbed his backpack with his lunch, and he headed for the front door.

His fingertips touched the handle, and he just had to grab it, to turn it, and step outside into the cool, morning air.

He didn't.

His insides froze again. He felt like he was getting compressed from every angle all at once, all because he couldn't decide.

He couldn't decide!

Leaving everything at home seemed like a logical course of action. Okay, so he wasn't going to destroy it, but he could abandon everything there. Besides, those girls were just interns, so there was a good chance he wouldn't see them today. At least, that was what he hoped.

His heart started pounding faster. He stared out from his apartment and into the walkway without seeing it.

If he showed up and didn't have it and those girls confronted him...

Tony couldn't finish that idea. The concept refused to coalesce into a logical conclusion. Since he worked in marketing, he routinely predicted how people would respond to different words and images. But this time, his heart was pounding, and he didn't know what those girls were going to do. Then again, he couldn't just look into their eyes and make a prediction. Something about the way they smiled at him and talked to him seemed to freeze every thought inside of his head. More than that, they triggered those fear responses.

They could intimidate him…

Tony threw his head back, and he hissed through his teeth. He had been standing in the doorway for a few seconds now.

And then another possibility occurred to him.

Reluctantly, he closed the door, and then he grabbed everything: the training bra, the tube of lip balm, and the ballet flats. He shoved everything into his backpack, and then he headed out.

He hated having that stuff in his bag, especially when he threw it into his car. He drove to work, got out, and headed for his desk. At the same time, he thought of what he was going to do.

At work, he sat down, and he turned on his computer. He logged in. At the same time, he kept his back straight, his shoulders, rigid. He had his hands hovering above his keyboard and mouse as he worked.

Adrenaline pumped through his veins, making him twice as productive as usual. He cleared off one item from his to do list after another. Simultaneously, he was waiting. His computer kept him turned to the side of the entrance to his cubicle where maybe he could see when people walked by. At the edge of his vision, he noticed his colleagues rushing to their meetings or off to the break room to make some coffee. Each time someone strode past, he sucked in his breath, his chest tightening as he waited to see if it would be some black haired girl with a cruel smirk or the blonde with her playful and condescending smile.

But they didn't come for him. They didn't confront him or ask any questions. They didn't appear at all.

Little by little, he started to relax because Friday might have been an isolated incident. Yeah, he told himself. That was it. Friday was just a blip. Those girls were probably back to obsessing over makeup, their social media feeds, their favorite celebrity gossip, or something else altogether. Tony let the tension dissipate from his body.

That was a mistake.

They went into their office. As interns, they weren't supposed to have a private office. They weren't supposed to be blessed with the perks of a full window, a couch, or a door that locked. Even so, these girls had always known how to manipulate those around them. Consequently, they received special treatment, and now they had the computer on, the screen glowing as Michelle looked up the numbers. First, she had typed in his name. From there, they found his cell phone.

Normally, everyone at the office communicated via Slack or email. Still, the numbers were listed on the directory, so Kayla typed them in as Michelle quipped them off.

"This is hilarious," Kayla said. "I never use the phone."

"I know, right?" Michelle asked. "It feels like the olden days." Both girls started giggling, but it had almost nothing to do with a joke. Instead, they were both excited for a different reason: Tony.

Kayla carefully lowered her phone down onto the desk, and then she double checked the screen before reviewing the numbers she had typed in.

She had done it correctly. There weren't any typos. There weren't any mistakes.

"Are we doing this?" Michelle asked.

"We're doing this," Kayla agreed. She reached down and touched the screen with her fingertip. She touched that little oval green icon, and now the numbers appeared even larger along with the announcement that the phone was connecting.

They heard the ring tone once, twice, three times.

Both girls were texting, only now Michelle lifted her hands and waved toward her friend. Taking the signal, Kayla forced herself to harden her features. She couldn't get excited. She couldn't allow herself to lose control. After all, they had business to conduct, and they both couldn't wait to find out what he had chosen.

At first, Tony didn't notice the vibrations coming from his pocket. Instead, he had his eyes locked on the screen as he contemplated an especially erratic complaint from someone online. Frankly, this complaint wasn't actually dangerous, if only because it didn't tie into any particular narrative. Usually, complaints went viral when someone had a good story to tell, followed by the company screwing up. Maybe the corporate reply would come off as condescending, aggressive, or even hostile. All too often, marketing questions would be handled by executives who had no idea what they were doing and didn't understand just how broad and diverse the world could be. More importantly, those executives without any kind of marketing experience or expertise often assumed that any monkey with a keyboard could type out a reply and then everything would be fine.

Tony knew the truth. He understood these complexities, but he wouldn't relax either.

Finally, he reached down casually and pulled his phone from his pocket. He saw the number, and he was about to ignore the call since it wasn't from anyone he knew. Only then, he remembered that his manager had insisted they keep their phones on while at work. The probability of getting a call from anyone else within the office was pretty infinitesimal, but he didn't want to get in trouble, especially if this was some kind of spot inspection.

He answered and asked, "Hello?"

"Hi, Tony," came a voice he instantly recognized.

Another one chimed in, "How're you doing?"

"I, I…" He had his phone to his ear, and now he jumped up. Without thinking, Tony started pacing from one side of his cubicle to the other. He felt like some trapped animal, locked in this cage, and unable to escape. In reality, he could have strolled right out, down the hall, and over to the elevators or stairwell. He could have gone into the break room or the conference room. But he didn't do anything like that. Instead, his fingers tightened around the device as he tried to finish his sentence.

Michelle. Kayla. Their names jumped into his head. He still couldn't say anything to them. At several points, he tried to push real words down into his vocal cords so he could shape those puffs of air into coherent sounds. Despite his best efforts, he failed several times.

"We need to talk," Kayla said.

This time, he managed to form a complete sentence, "What is it?"

"We wanted to check on you," Kayla said.

"We were worried, especially considering everything that happened on Friday."

They were worried?

They were worried.

They were worried!"

Tony processed that detail again and again as he tried to figure out what to do. Only now, something like hope started to blossom in his chest. Clearly, they had messed up. Yeah, that was it. They understood that they had made a mistake. Maybe they worried about getting in trouble or even fired. When they sauntered over on Friday, they had seemed so utterly confident, like they could do and take whatever they wanted. But now, Tony could imagine those girls as getting nervous. He even liked the idea of them coming down to his cubicle to apologize. He could listen to them grovel for a little while, and he might even be able to say something gentle yet condescending like, "Girls, I know you had a lot of fun, but these kind of pranks are completely inappropriate for an office setting. Now, have you learned your lesson?" A fierce grin started to stretch across his face. He stopped in the center of his cubicle as this sense of power flowed through his arms and legs.

It evaporated almost immediately. "Yeah," Michelle continued. "You weren’t taking very good care of yourself. So what about right now? Are you wearing everything right now?"

"What?" Tony asked, instantly confused.

"We need to make sure that you're taking care of yourself," Kayla said. "Think of us as your unofficial wellness committee."

"You're joking," he stated flatly.

"Tony, do you honestly think we would joke about something important like this? I mean, didn't you complete the employee wellness training? Ergonomics includes footwear, posture and chair. Since you have so much trouble with your posture, you obviously need that brace."

His fingers tightened again, and he started pacing back and forth, taking one or two or three steps before spinning around and doing it over and over again. If any of his colleagues saw him, they probably assumed he was negotiating some important deal.

"This is a game," he said. "This is a joke."

Only then, he heard Kayla's voice as she told him, "This isn't a joke. We are going to come down, we're going to check on you, and we expect you to be properly equipped. And when we do, you're going to be very nice, and you're going to say thank you."

"Or what? You're going to blackmail me?"

Surprisingly, both girls started laughing at him.

"You believed us?" Michelle asked between those giggles.

"He believed us," Kayla said as she laughed just as hard.

Again, he stumbled to a stop, only now Tony didn't know what he was supposed to think. This didn't make any sense.

Finally, Michelle told him, "We weren't really going to blackmail you. Those are just for us."

Inhaling and exhaling through his nostrils, he could feel his chest rise and fall. Hot frustration spread across his body. Part of him believed her. Another part of him understood that those photos still existed, so they could be dangerous. Still, he searched for that sense of relief.

"Then I don't have to do anything you say," he blurted out.

"Tony…" Kayla said.

"Tony," Michelle cooed.

They only said his name, only something tightened inside of his chest. He could feel his neck, shoulders, back, buttocks and legs all stiffened instantly. He froze right there.

It was Kayla who told him, "We expect you to behave, and you are going to behave for us."

"Yes, you will," Michelle practically sang. "Don't worry. We know the truth. You want to be a good boy for us. So are you going to be a good boy? And what are you going to be wearing when we come to visit you?"

"Everything?" Tony asked with this shy squeak in his voice.

"And what are you going to say?"

"Thank you," he told her.

"Good boy!"

"We’ll be down soon," Michelle promised.

Silence.

"Hello?" Tony finally asked. His heart hammered in his chest, and he waited for a response. Maybe those girls were whispering back and forth, and they didn't want him to hear what they were saying. Eventually, he pulled the phone away from his ear, and he saw that the call had ended.

Under his breath, he cursed. And then he stared hard at his backpack.

"This is way, way better than work!" Kayla announced.

"By the way…" Michelle said. "Should we take care of some of our chores before we go play with him?"

"Really? You don't want to run down there right now to see what he did?"

Michelle shrugged. "I don't want to get in trouble. Besides, if we make those copies and get the envelopes ready, we should have plenty of time.

Kayla stayed silent for several long seconds. "Fine…"

Indecision. He faced it again. He stared at his backpack. He stood there, and he knew he looked like a fool. He had to move. He had to act. In that moment, he had to go to his manager. Again, he envisioned that conversation, and he knew how foolish he was going to look. Seriously, what was he going to say?

"Excuse me, but there are a pair of girls in the building, and they have been bullying me. Yeah, they're younger than me and are just interns, but they intimidated me into wearing a training bra, girly shoes, and some makeup. Would it be okay if you did something about this?" Tony had worked hard for his position. More than that, he had earned the respect of his superiors. Maybe they didn't understand exactly what he did, but they also knew that they didn't want to have to deal with any toxic wildfires online. Back in business school, they had probably spent at least a little bit of time with case studies dedicated to corporations who had irritated their consumers in one way or another. If he started complaining about a pair of girls, he knew what his manager and the other executives would think of him.

He had to handle this on his own.

They weren't going to blackmail him. Technically, that was supposed to make this a lot easier. When they came down and confronted him, they wouldn't have anything to use against him.

Even as he tried to cling to that idea, he knew they could come down at any second. And if they found him without the gloss on his lips, the shoes on his feet, and the brace under his shirt, he knew they would be disappointed in him. They could gang up on him. They could stare him down. They could break through his resolve.

And then, it might get worse…

If he gave them what they wanted, just for a little while, they might get bored.

Immediately, he knew that could be a genuinely viable plan. Breathing a little faster, he grabbed his backpack, picked it up, and rushed to the bathroom. He pushed his way through the door and into one of the stalls. He pulled off his shirt, and then he pulled the training bra from the smaller pocket on his backpack. When he saw it again, he could feel the soft fabric, the alien design, and he didn't really know if he would do this.

He puffed out his cheeks.

He could put it on, the girls could check on him, and then he could take it off right away.

It was a good plan; it was a solid plan.

Working fast, especially because he didn't know what would happen if they came by his cubicle and he wasn't there, Tony unbuttoned his shirt. He pulled off his T-shirt. And then he looked at the training bra again. At first, he didn't think he would be able to put it on. And if he couldn't, he imagined that conversation. The girls with look at him, their hands on her hips. Disappointment would flash across their features. They might puff out their bottom lips as they stared at him. And if he tried to tell the truth, he could imagine those looks of disbelief. Then they might burst out laughing, and what if a colleague overheard them? It was all too easy to imagine Kayla or Michelle leaning forward and asking, "Oh? What's wrong? You can’t put on your training bra? You need a girl to help you? You need special lessons to learn how to put on your training bra, Tony?"

He couldn't let that happen!

Only then, remarkably, he slipped the bra on. It was tight around his chest, along his shoulders, and that spot a few inches below the nape of his neck. But now, he was wearing it again. Immediately, he closed his eyes, and he brought his hands up toward the sleek material. It was softer and smoother than he expected.

Reluctantly, he pulled on his T-shirt next. He lifted up his shirt as well. Then he took off his sneakers, and he forced his feet into the ballet flats. Again, he was on his own. The girls had done this for him last time, but he had watched. He pulled the straps up and tied each ribbon, making sure they were secure. There. He wore ballet flats.

Reluctantly, he stepped out, and he walked over to the bathroom mirror. Fully cognizant of the fact that any one of his colleagues could walk in here at any moment, Tony pulled out the tube, and he spread it along his mouth. As he leaned forward, he realized something: he looked like some high school girl checking out her makeup between classes.

Hot blush burned across his cheeks before he stepped back. He jerked his head from side to side, doing his best to dislodge those ideas.

Determined to look powerful and competent, Tony hardened his lips into a serious line, he locked his brows, and he glared straight ahead. He took one step toward the exit, only then he noticed his silhouette at the edge of his vision. Then he glanced over his shoulder, and he saw his reflection…

For the most part, he looked just as he had before. Although his lips shined, that was still a fairly innocuous detail. If he got into a conversation with any individual, they would probably notice. Only then, he tried to remind himself that everyone else at work had their own doubts and concerns. If someone else came up to talk to him, they were probably asking him for a favor, and they were probably panicking about their own responsibilities, so they wouldn’t pay that much attention to his appearance.

Ironically, he had actually written a paper about this for one of his communications classes back in school. On the one hand, most people didn't pay attention to those around them on a day-to-day basis. The average person might spill some mustard or catsup on their shirt and feel self-conscious about it for the rest of the day, only most people wouldn't actually notice. On the other hand, if that person started to act fidgety, nervous, and really attracted attention to themselves, then the mistake would become a lot more obvious.

When he glanced over at his reflection one more time, he saw those details.

The training bra stuck out underneath his shirts. He could see the outline of the bra even though there were two layers! Tony had hoped they'd be enough to hide the training bra altogether. They weren't. The shirts could not obscure the truth.

It was subtle, he tried to remind himself. It was subtle, and no one was going to notice.

Besides, he didn't have any other choice.

Tony headed back to his cubicle, and then he saw them. Right as he turned the corner, those girls stood at the entrance to his workstation. He froze. Maybe he let out a little squeak or a squawk, or maybe these girls just enjoyed a set of predatory instincts that allowed them to hunt him. Either way, they had been talking back and forth, their voices low as they tried to decide something. Only now, they turned around, and they saw him.

If he had hoped to quietly slink back to his cubicle without anyone noticing, these girls shattered that plan. "Tony!" they called out in unison.

He stopped. He froze.

The girls rushed forward, skittering toward him.

For him, time seemed to slow down and speed up simultaneously. The girls moved deliberately as they raced at him, and he needed to turn around or get away. He couldn't. He didn't know what to do. Suddenly they were upon him, and they grabbed him by his wrists. They yanked his arms forward, so he had no choice but to follow. They pulled him into the nonexistent privacy of his cubicle, and they shoved him down into his seat.

How had they done that so quickly and efficiently?

"Let's see what we have here," Kayla said. She stepped back, rested one elbow on her wrist, and touched her knuckles to the contours of her chin. She watched him, her eyes gliding from his feet up to his legs, along his chest, and settling on his face. In the meantime, Michelle just beamed down at him.

The blonde chirped, "Doing everything. I'm so glad to see it. This way, we don't have to spank you."

"Keep your voice down," Tony said.

"Or what?" Kayla asked. "Are you worried we’re going to draw too much attention to you? Because, you know, you look cute."

"But we could make you look so much cuter," Michelle said.

So much cuter…

Those last three words reverberated between his ears.

Swallowing, he tried to retake control of the situation. "Look. I'm wearing everything you gave me. Okay?"

"The first half," Michelle pointed out.

"Yeah," Kayla agreed. "You know about the rest of it."

The rest of it…

He thought back to their conversation. Then he realized what she meant, and his eyes widened. His back stiffened, and he started to stand up, only Kayla casually put her hand on his shoulder and pushed him right back down into his seat. He looked up at her. Normally, he was taller. But while he sat and she stood, she seemed so much more powerful.

"Say thank you," Kayla ordered.

"Yeah," Michelle agreed. "Say thank you."

His body tightened. His muscles tensed. His jaw locked. At the same time, he stared past both of those pretty girls as he did his best to figure out how to respond. Normally, he could throw himself into his reflexes. When someone spoke, he usually knew how to answer without thinking. In fact, there had been those incredibly stressful moments like job interviews where he improvised, jumping from one response to another, and it usually worked. He was proud of his ability to speak extemporaneously.

Only now, that talent seemed to disappear. When he faced these girls, he didn't know what to say! They literally left him speechless.

"I think he's flustered," Michelle said, giggling. She brought her hand up to cover her mouth as she laughed at him.

"Is that it, Tony? Are you flustered and scared? Do we intimidate you?" She practically sang out those last couple of words. That was definitely the tone a woman would use to talk to a child or a pet like a little puppy dog or maybe some cute kitten.

He was older. He was taller. He was stronger. Tony tried so hard to cling to those realities, yet his paycheck didn't change anything, especially when these girls knew how to strip away all of his advantages. Worse, they seemed to do it effortlessly, like they didn't even notice what was happening. For them, it was natural.

"What?" Tony asked as he pretended to be shocked by the notion. "No. Of course not."

The girls glanced back and forth at one another before they burst into another round of laughter.

"Okay," Michelle said. "Stand up and do a little turn for us."

"It should be easy since you're wearing your ballet flats," Kayla told him.

His original plan could still work, at least partially. That was what he told himself as he pushed himself up onto his feet.

"Very nice," Kayla said, nodding with approval.

"I like it," Michelle agreed. He did that slow turn, and he knew that they were checking out the shine and sparkle of his lips, the edges of his bra underneath his shirt, and his shoes.

"What about the pants and blouse we got you?" Kayla asked him.

"What?"

Michelle carefully enunciated those words for him, "The pants. The blouse." As she watched him, he realized that he had made a mistake. "Where are they?"

"Back, back at my place," he said.

"Okay. We will keep that in mind," Kayla said casually.

Keep that in mind? What did that mean?

Before he could stutter out a question, Michelle cocked her head to the side. She had her hands on her hips now. "Well? What about the other part?"

The other part. He realized what she meant.

This was going to be a lie. He established that quickly. At the same time, he understood the need for dissembling and deception when it came to marketing. He had met other people at the company who insisted on some version of honesty, honor, or discipline. As far as Tony had been concerned, those were cool concepts, but the corporate world was brutal, vicious, and all about survival. He wanted to do well. He would start out at this job, move on to another company, and eventually succeed. In the meantime, he also understood that the truth needed to be massaged. Fine. He could do it. That was marketing, after all.

With all of this in mind, he looked back at both of those girls. "Thank you. Thank you so much for your help on Friday."

"So you're going to reimburse us," Michelle said.

"What?"

"For your pants, your blouse, your shoes, your bra, and your lip balm, you're going to reimburse us." If anyone else had made that sort of suggestion, Tony would have laughed hard. He would have looked right at them and snorted with disdain. Reimburse them?

No way!

And yes, that reflexive reaction to that made sense because these girls were watching him. Now they both had their arms crossed over their chests, and they pouted at him. Although he was back on his feet, they blocked the exit from his cubicle. Whether he liked it or not, he felt trapped.

Between heartbeats, he yearned to tell her that he was never going to do something like that. Only then, he hoped that appeasing them might be enough. "Fine," he said.

"Give me your phone," Kayla said.

"What?"

"Give me your phone," she ordered again.

If anyone other than Kayla or Michelle had asked, he would have balked. He would've snorted and laughed because the demand was ridiculous, and there was no way he would cooperate. But even as he tried to hold onto that idea, he yielded. He pulled out his phone, and he gave it to her. He didn't even require a passcode for it.

"There we go," she said, finding his payment app within just a few seconds. Her fingers danced across the screen.

Part of him wanted to ask what she was doing. It was his phone, his personal information, and his private accounts! Even so, this girl had no problem thumbing through everything on the device. Then she made the announcement, "Done."

"So this is what's going to happen," Michelle said. "You're going to go home, you're going to get changed, and then you're going to go out, and you're going to go make some purchases."

"Some purchases?"

"Obviously, you're going to need some new lip balm," Michelle said.

His fingers tightened into fists, and he stared right back at her. He tried to intimidate her. It wasn't a conscious choice or decision. He didn't calculate through this strategy. It was just something he needed to do. Some primitive instinct seized control. And yet, that girl still stood right there with her compatriot. She wouldn't back down.

His aggression flared out, and he almost stumbled back.

"Fine."

"Oh, are you blushing?" Kayla teased him.

In that instant, he could feel the heat burn across his face.

"He is!" Michelle said with a bright smile. "He's blushing, and he looks so cute!"

Both girls lurched forward, and they reached up. They didn't even need to trade any kind of signal. They didn't talk about it. Instead, they followed their instincts as they grabbed onto his cheeks and pinched each of them.

They let go, and fresh heat washed along his face.

"You're definitely going to need some blush."

"Blush and some new lip balm," Michelle confirmed.

"And when you come back, we can give you another inspection, and we can talk about your future. How does that sound?"

Tony drew in a breath, and he got ready to say something. He tried so hard to speak, to force out some defiant declaration about how he was never going to do this. At the very least, he could insist that he had more work to do.

As hard as he tried, he couldn't lie to these girls. Instead, his body tensed for a few more seconds, and then every muscle seemed to relax. He felt like a puppet whose strings had just been cut. "Fine. I'll do it."

"Like there was any doubt," Kayla said before both girls started laughing.

"Okay," Michelle said. "You can go. You're dismissed."

She dismissed him! The girls actually stepped aside, and they watched him. Tentatively, he turned back to his computer, and he turned it off after he logged out of his accounts. But now, he walked past them, and he had his backpack again. He felt ridiculous, only then he remembered that he needed to tell his manager. He headed over to her office, and the door was open. He knocked anyway, and he stuck his head in for just a second.

This time, his talent for improvised conversation kicked in. "Hey, I'm not feeling very well. I will go ahead and grab some medicine before I come back. Is that okay?"

"No problem," she said.

He was a good employee. She trusted him.

As he pulled his head back out from her office, Tony stepped away, and his knuckles tightened. His fingers formed claws and he seriously thought about going back and talking to her. For a second, he even wanted to frame it as some kind of hypothetical. He could say something like, "Hey. A friend of mine is getting bullied by a couple of girls in the office. Would you have any advice for him?" Of course, that sort of approach would be painfully transparent. His boss wasn't an idiot, and she would figure out exactly what he was saying.

He couldn't make a mistake like that.

Even if his boss didn’t tease him for it, he still couldn't risk the possibility of losing her respect. More than that, he knew that she would probably have to write a report or something, and then it would filter back to HR, and he knew how quickly rumors could fly through the building.

Whether he liked it or not, this was the best option.

Tony headed back through the office and then made his way down to the parking garage and headed back to his place. When he unlocked the door, everything felt strange.

Normally, it was dark when he got back. This time, the sun was streaming through the windows of his apartment. Everything looked different in the daylight on this Monday morning. The world felt different.

Then he found the discarded clothing. On Friday night, he had stripped out of that blouse and his pants, and he had casually tossed them into the corner. On some level, he had probably wanted to hide them, like he hoped he might be able to ignore that outfit and what it meant.

Only now, he was going to put it back on.

A nervous gulp dropped down along his throat as he pulled off his dress shirt. Next, he took off the T-shirt. From there, he pulled down his pants and his boxers. He pulled off the ballet flats.

Then he was standing there in nothing but his training bra.

Part of him wanted to yank that off as well, but he knew that these girls would come for him if he defied them.

His phone rang.

The girls were back in their office. They had the phone on the desk, the speaker on.

"Two phone calls in one day," Kayla said. "It's a new record for us."

"By the way," Michelle asked as the line continued to ring. "How much did he pay us back?"

"About twice what he owed us," Kayla replied.

"Seriously?"

"We can think of it as a tutoring or mentorship fee," Kayla answered right before they both started laughing again.

"Hello?" His voice chimed out from the speaker on Kayla's phone. "What do you want?"

"That's not very nice," Michelle said. "When we call you, you need to smile."

"You can't see me," he said.

"Would you prefer a video call?"

"No!" Tony squealed back at them.

"That's what I thought," Michelle said.

"When you talk to us on the phone, you should be smiling. Remember, when it comes to phone etiquette, if you smile, the person on the other end of the line will be able to hear it."

Silence.

"Try again," Kayla said.

"Hello," he answered.

"You're still not smiling."

He paused again.

"Hello," he said, for a third time and now they could both hear it.

"Much better," Michelle said. "Maybe you should try that other part again. This time with a smile. You were a little bit sullen before. And you know, you look so much cuter when you're smiling anyway. Go on. Smile and say it."

"What? What did you want me to say?"

"You know…" Michelle said, drawing out those words as she waited for the realization to click.

"No, I don't," he protested.

Kayla tittered, "You do. Come on. Be a good boy and say it. You know you want to. Smile and say it. After all, you really are very pretty when you smile."

"She meant you're very handsome when you smile," Michelle suggested.

"Did I?" Kayla asked.

The girls knew what they were doing, of course. They played with him, toying with him as they went back and forth. It was so easy for them. After all, they fit together. They pretty much always knew what the other one was thinking.

"This is ridiculous," he said.

"No, it's not. This isn't ridiculous because you don't want to get in trouble," Michelle said. Her tone had shifted. She was chastising him. "Face it, Tony. You want to be a good boy. Now, what do you have to say?"

"And don't forget to smile," Kayla instructed.

His heart must have been pounding, but he forced out the words, "Thank you. Thank you for all of your help!" He definitely sounded eager, sweet, and sincere. He probably didn't mean it, but neither of these girls cared. After all, they could hear that smile in his voice as he did what they wanted. Ultimately, that was the most important part, at least for now.

"Good! Now, you're going to head out to Genoa."

Genoa. He recognized the name. It was a chain of high-end makeup stores. Whenever he went to the mall or to some of the larger and more prestigious shopping centers around town, he saw those shops. They were usually big, like department stores.

Of course, Tony had never gone inside one. As far as he was concerned, Genoa existed for rich high school girls who wanted to get started as makeup tutorial influencers.

"You're joking," he said. A few seconds ago, he had been smiling. Now his mouth fell, and he couldn't believe it.

"Well, you need to pick up some blush and some more lip balm, don't you?" Michelle asked.

More than anything, he wanted to snarl back at her, "I don't need any of this!" Realizing that would be futile, Tony stayed silent.

"Remember, you get to pick what you buy, so you are probably going to have to talk to one of their consultants, but don't worry. I'm sure they're going to be really helpful."

"Just remember that you have to do a good job. If you buy something and we don't like it, you're going to have to go right back," Michelle told him.

"And you have to go back then you’ll show us that you're not taking personal care. Seriously, then we might have to get more extreme."

"More extreme?" Tony asked. Instantly, he hated what that might mean. Worse, he realized that he should have stayed silent. By asking, he invited the answer, except he didn't want to know!

"That's right," she told him. "Right now, we’re talking about some blush, some sparkly lip balm, that sort of thing."

"And don't forget the barrettes for your hair," Kayla added.

"That wasn't part of the deal," Tony said.

"But I guess that means we're changing the deal," Kayla told him.

"You're going to look so cute with some barrettes. Maybe get the ones with the little butterflies on top? Those are so cute!"

"Personally, I prefer bees," Kayla said.

"But you know, we should really be thinking about what's going to go with his hair color and his complexion."

"Maybe ladybugs? I've seen some that look really adorable. I mean, you usually only see them on little girls, but I think Tony here could pull them off."

"Stop it!" Tony howled. He stopped. He froze. He didn't know what he was saying.

"Say sorry," Kayla ordered.

Back in his apartment, his shoulders slumped, and he yielded, "I'm sorry."

"Say thank you. Thank us for all of the effort were putting into taking care of you."

More than anything, he wanted to argue and insist that he didn't need them to take care of him. He was capable of making his own decisions! But as hard as he tried to summon those words, he knew he wouldn't be able to do it. That's why he lifted his head, and he smiled, "Thank you. Thank you for all of your help. Thank you for taking care of me!"

"Good," Kayla told him. "Now, you want to be good."

"Because if you're not, were going to have to start talking about getting you ready for a bikini."

"What?"

"Yeah," Kayla said. "We can get you ready for a bikini. That means you will need to be nice and smooth."

"Are you talking about shaving?"

"Shaving," Michelle said. "But there are other options as well. You don't want to find out about them, do you?"

"No!" He squeaked.

"And be good and come back to the office as soon as you can."

"We can't wait to see you!" Kayla chirped before she hung up on him.

Genoa. He had parked in one of the city’s nicer shopping centers. A department store loomed to the left. There were other little shops and restaurants. His other options included visiting a sandwich shop, a specialty chocolate store, or a game boutique. Instead, he turned his head and stared back at that stylish black sign.

Genoa. Maybe he had seen commercials for their products here or there. In each one, there was always a beautiful model, whether she was black, Asian, white, or Hispanic. She'd always have sleek hair, sharp features, a bright smile, and perfect skin. She would always be wearing something stylish, fashionable, and gorgeous, something that would highlight her feminine curves. This was a place for young women who wanted to buy high-quality makeup.

Makeup. He wasn't supposed to need that. He wasn't supposed to consider it. In fact, he didn't even want to know what "blush" meant. But the girls had decided he’d look cute with a red complexion, so now he had to go in and buy some along with lip gloss.

He had to get this over with as soon as possible, Tony decided. He jumped out of his car, slammed the door, and strode ahead. He tried to envision himself as some warrior heading off into fierce combat.

He pushed his way up onto the sidewalk, through the glass doors, and then the strange aroma hit him. It wasn't unpleasant, not exactly, a strange combination of different flavors of fruit and chemicals. They sold perfume, he realized, and those aromas probably mixed with everything else in here.

Sure enough, he glanced up, and he saw a couple of girls. They looked like they were in middle school or maybe had just enrolled in high school. They were young, with long blonde hair. They glanced back at him. They didn't say anything. They didn't comment on him at all. In fact, they hardly seemed to notice him.

Still, something inside of shriveled.

Tony glanced around. He searched for signs.

He didn't see any.

There weren't any giant billboards indicating where he might find something like, "blush".

He walked forward. He looked around. He tried not to appear utterly incompetent.

Even so, a girl with short black hair came up to him, "Hello," she said politely. "Can I help you?"

"Yes," he said. "I need to buy some blush? And I need to get some more of this?" He quickly reached into his pocket and fished out of the tube of lip gloss.

"Absolutely. If you want, I can get you this exact brand and size. Is that what your girlfriend is looking for?"

His girlfriend?

He coughed. "Yes. That, that's what she wants."

The salesperson looked at him. She tilted her head to the side. In an instant, she knew. He could tell right away. It was so obvious!

Still, she was a professional, so she wouldn't tease him about it (or so he hoped).

"I can take care of this. In the meantime, why don't I show you where you can find some excellent options if you're looking for a brighter complexion."

She turned and started walking.

He glanced back at her. Then he chased after her because he didn't want to be alone in that strange place. He passed other girls. They were huddled together, going over the different options and shades. Some of them were looking at nail polish, while others focused on different shampoos and conditioners. Genoa seemed to have everything a young woman might want or need.

For his part, he just wanted to get out of there!

Escape. He had to break out. He had to get away.

But now there was this pretty woman standing in front of him, and she said, "Just take a look. If there's anything you need help with, please let me know. In the meantime, I think these would be the finest. And just to confirm, you want the sparkles, right?"

Knowing he would get in trouble if he bought something different, he nodded. "Yeah. That sounds good."

The store employee left him alone.

Standing there, he stared at the different options. He saw the models on the packages, and he wondered what he was supposed to do.

He tried to think of the hue and color of his own cheeks. He tried to think of what he looked like when he blushed. Then again, Tony hadn't realized that he blushed at all. As far as he was concerned, he was supposed to be an unflappable guy, someone who could handle difficult negotiations and hard conversations without messing up. He wasn't supposed to blush or look nervous. He wasn't supposed to be scared at all!

As he considered the different possibilities, Tony didn't know what to do. Part of him wanted to reach out, grab the package, spin around, and sprint straight to the cashier. He could pay, and it would be done, he wouldn't have to worry about any of this.

But if he tried something like that, he might mess it up. If he made a mistake, the girls back at work could force him to come back to buy more. Only this time, maybe they would do something else to him: hair, nails, or...

Tony refused to finish that idea, yet one word popped into his head: bikini.

That term wasn't supposed to scare him. As a young guy, he should have been fantasizing about beautiful girls wearing revealing outfits. He wanted to picture some amazing blonde with water running down her nubile body.

Tony couldn't think like that.

"Hi there," someone said.

Tony glanced up. He saw another woman. She looked a little bit older than him, but maybe she was in her late twenties or early thirties. She was pretty, with clear skin, big eyes, and wavy brown hair that framed her face and stretched down past her shoulders.

"Are you having some trouble? You're looking a little bit nervous," she told him with a smile. At that same moment, Tony realized that she was his same height. Or rather, she may have been an inch or two taller.

"I'm good," he said. Just a little bit too fast.

She smiled, giggled, and asked, "Are you sure about that?"

"Yes…" This time, his voice trailed off. As hard as he tried to, he couldn't say anything else. As a marketing specialist, he liked to think of himself as something of an actor. Perhaps he didn't get on stage or perform like that, but he still knew how to talk to people. At least, he knew how to when a pair of mischievous girls from work were not involved.

"If you're looking for something really cute, I suggest this one," she told him.

She reached over, grabbed a small package, and lifted it up. Then she dropped her voice to a whisper. "I think this would look really adorable on you. It definitely matches your color."

His eyes widened. He stared at her. Then, with casual ease, she reached up and tapped the tip of his nose. She treated him like he was some kind of cute puppy dog she just found on the street. He didn't know her. He didn't know her name or anything about her, but she had no trouble seeing exactly what was going on.

He recognized the impulse as both foolish and childish, but part of him wanted to throw the package back at the rack, turn back to this woman, and tell her that he didn't need her assistance because this wasn't for him anyway. And yet, she was pretty, she was helpful, and he couldn't be rude.

"Do you have any other questions? Maybe you'd like some help with nails? Or maybe we can get you some hair accessories?"

He stared back at her. She was still smiling right back at him, and he tried to get angry. But was she playing with him? Was she toying with him?

His chest compressed. His heart pounded wildly, and adrenaline pumped through his veins. It didn't make any sense, of course. Those instincts and reactions were better suited for a Neanderthal fighting on some ancient plane for survival. Instead, he was in the middle of a well lit, well air-conditioned department store filled with different kinds of makeup.

"I'm good," he said.

"Who's it for?"

"Someone at work," he said.

"Okay then," she told him. "I hope you have fun." The corners of her eyes crinkled as she smiled again. She turned and walked away right as the sales associate from before returned to the aisle.

"Here's the lip gloss you were looking for before," she told him, extending the tube. He took it, along with the original, and he stared down. He now had three items of makeup.

"Is there anything else I can help you with?"

"Hair," he said. Then he coughed to clear his throat because he knew that wasn't good enough, especially in a store like this. "Hair accessories?"

"Right this way," she replied, almost humming happily to herself as she escorted him from one row of merchandise to the next.

Then he saw them: the ribbons, the barrettes, the headbands, and so much more.

"Thank you," he said, suddenly grateful that he didn't have any specific requirements for this. The girls just said barrettes. That was fine with him. He could already see a couple of the different packages had been labeled. That was helpful. He didn't know what these did or what they were for, but he didn't care either. He could just grab something and go.

Still, he was embarrassed, so he waited for the associate to leave. She smiled and told him to ask for any help if he got stuck or lost. He nodded quickly.

Right as she headed off, his phone vibrated.

Oh no.

Tony didn't want to check. He didn't want to know. He didn't want to understand what was going on. Still, he tried to remain rational. He thought of those girls, but he didn't know it was them. Maybe it was a call from work, spam, or a wrong number. All of those possibilities buzzed and fluttered behind his eyes.

He stood there, waiting. Part of them hoped that his phone would just stop, like whoever had tried to call him would decide that it really was a wrong number. Of course, he knew the chance of that was almost nonexistent.

Then, some old training kicked in, and he dropped his hand down to his device. He pulled it from his pocket, looked at the number, and it wasn't programmed into his phone, yet that didn't offer him any kind of respite or relief. After all, he recognized the digits: they belonged to the girls. They had used this same phone number to call him earlier that day…

He couldn't do it.

All at once, Tony made a decision. He couldn't do it. He couldn't answer the call, and he couldn't talk to them either.

He made his decision, and he smiled all at once.

When those girls were around, they could see through him. They could manipulate him. They could play with him. While they were nearby, he was little more than a toy for them!

But he could go back, and he could tell them that he hadn't picked up the phone because he didn't recognize the number. Or, better yet, he had been driving! Yeah, that was a really good lie.

Pick up.

He stared down when he saw that text message.

His phone started to ring again.

Instantly, he knew his attempts at deception would fail. They could see through him. They could intimidate him. They could force him to tell the truth.

Reluctantly, he brought the phone to his ear, and he said, "Hello?" As a man, a professional, a college graduate, and someone who could be proud of everything he had done, Tony hated that little quiver in his voice. Worse, the girls were giggling again. He flinched, instantly aware that they knew how he was feeling.

"Why didn’t you pick up the first time?" Kayla asked.

"I, I didn't know it was you," he said.

"Liar," Michelle teased him. "Maybe you really want to get bikini ready? Is that it? Are you hoping that we will tell you to hit a salon? Because, you know, that be a lot of fun!"

"No, please!" Again, he squeaked. He didn't know if any of the adolescent girls in the adjacent aisles could hear him. They probably weren't paying attention, and yet that was impossible to entirely believe.

"What are you buying right now?" Kayla asked.

The girls hadn't made a final decision about getting him bikini ready. His heart pounded. Little droplets of sweat actually appeared on his forehead and down at the nape of his neck.

Still, he wasn't going to argue with them. Any kind of confrontation would mean losing. He could tell that right now, so he tried to focus on her question instead. "Hair supplies," he said.

"Turn on your camera," Kayla ordered.

Reluctantly, he obeyed. He turned on his camera, and he aimed the lens at the display in front of him.

"Oh, that red ribbon is really cute!"

"And I like that black headband," Kayla added.

"What about the green one?"

"I think purple might look really good on him. Especially when he's wearing his blush," Kayla said.

"Get it," Michelle ordered.

"What? Which one?" Tony asked, hissing through his teeth.

"Each one we just mentioned," Michelle said, making it sound obvious.

"And say thank you again. We are taking time out of our day to help advise you."

"This doesn't sound like advice," he muttered.

Michelle picked up on that complaint. "What was that?"

"Nothing," he scrambled to say as fast as he could.

"No, no," Kayla said, it was so easy to imagine that dark-haired girl wagging her finger from side to side as she talked down to him. "You said something. What was it? What did you say, Tony?"

"Nothing!"

"You want us to send you off to the salon?"

"No…" Tony answered. He could hear them snickering. He knew they were laughing. He couldn't see their faces, even as he stared off toward the ceiling, yet he knew his defiance would crumple one way or the other. Ultimately, it was best to yield as quickly as possible. "I said…This doesn't sound like advice."

"Oh?" Michelle asked. "Then what does it sound like?"

"Orders," he replied right away.

The quiet stretched for a few more seconds, and then both girls started laughing at him.

"Orders?" Michelle asked, sounding incredulous.

"Tony, if we start giving you orders, you'll know it," Kayla promised him.

His fingers tightened around the contours of his phone. He didn't want to admit it or think about it, but he believed both of them.

"Is there anything else?" Tony forced himself to ask.

"Go ahead and buy everything we already told you about," Kayla instructed him.

"Oh, and Tony?"

"What?" he asked.

"Say thank you."

They weren't buying this for him, and he didn't want to be there either. Even so, he understood the futility of trying to argue with these girls because he would not be able to win. His chest tightened again as he considered the realities of his situation. "Thank you…"

"Let's make sure he asks very nicely," Michelle said.

"Oh, I like that," Kayla agreed. "Is it back on?"

"Definitely," Michelle told her friend. "Let's do it together."

"How do you think that's going to work?" Kayla asked.

"We take him into the conference room. We keep him there, and he has to ask for help and say thank you. But where do we start?"

"Dibs on the blush," Kayla said, jerking her hand up into the air, her fingers spread.

"Okay then," Michelle replied. "Let's see what kind of help he wants with his hair." The girls grinned as they waited for the inevitable.

His phone didn't ring, but he could feel that buzzing. At first, he hoped that it would be someone else. It wasn't. It was them.

Text us when you get back to the office, they commanded.

As ordered, Tony pulled the bags out of his car, and he walked into the lobby. Immediately, he noticed a couple of glances. Several women were walking by, and that they let their eyes glide down to the bags. At first, he didn't realize why. Then he felt foolish considering that they were a specific shade of dark pink, plus they had the iconic G along the sides. It was weird how a marketing major forgot all about branding.

Those girls. They did this to him!

He got angry as he walked up to the elevators. He got inside, and he rode one up. Luckily, no one came in to bother him. He walked back to his desk and he pulled out his phone. He sent the text message.

He sat there, eagerly hoping that nothing was going to happen. A few seconds went by. Then a few more elapsed.

Nothing. Nothing strange happened. His bags were tucked away in the corner of his cubicle, unremarkable and unnoticed at this point.

He turned back to his screen. He wanted to start working. He had gotten a lot accomplished of that morning, but there was more he should be doing. He understood this.

Right as he started to log in, he heard the girls. They were laughing as they made their way over. Then they blocked him in his cubicle all over again.

"Come on," Kayla said.

"What? I have to work," he said.

"Do you? Do you really?" Michelle asked. She had her hands on her hips, and her eyes sparkled with delight as she watched him.

Pulling in a breath, Tony tried hard to answer. He failed. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't conjure any kind of genuine response.

"You're coming with us," Kayla said simply. She grabbed him by his shirt, pulled, and he rose to his feet. A second later, Michelle latched onto his wrist. These girls weren't being subtle. More importantly, it was late afternoon on a Monday. Although some of his colleagues had decided to leave early, many more were around, buzzing between the cubicles or working at their computers.

"You don't have to do this," he said.

"We know," Kayla said. "We want to do this."

"We really do," Michelle assured him, as though that was supposed to somehow make him feel better. The blond reached down and grabbed the bags from Genoa.

Reluctantly, he followed those girls. He knew where they were going. He figured it out within seconds: the conference room. Sure enough, they opened the door, pushed inside, and set the bags down on the table.

"So what's it going to be?" Kayla asked.

"What? What’s he talking about?"

"Should you pose before or after you get ready for us?"

"Get ready? I don't even know what you're talking about," he said, doing his best to sound aggressive and blusterous.

It didn't work, not with these girls. Instead, they watched him, and they smiled like eager heiresses. After all, these girls knew what they could do. More importantly, they knew he couldn't stop them.

"I think you should start with the blush," Kayla said. "First, it has SPF protection. Second, you look really cute when you blush. I think we need to get you to have that complexion all the time."

"No," he said. "I can't."

"That means you get to do your hair first," Michelle told him.

"I don't need any of that stuff. You don’t need barrettes and hair bands and…" His voice trailed off as he stared back at these girls. After all, he realized that there wasn't any kind of logic or reasoning he could use to get them to alter course. In fact, part of him wanted to slump his shoulders, go limp, and ask, "I'm going to have to put it all on, won't I?" He resisted the temptation, especially because he already knew the answer.

"Hair or makeup? Which one is it going to be?" Michelle asked. Then she leaned down and whispered, "Obviously, you should do your hair first. It's easier, and you won't have to worry about messing up your blush later. You wouldn't want to get any of your makeup smeared on your pretty blouse, would you?"

He opened his mouth to speak. Kayla beat him to it.

The other girl laughed and said, "Obviously, the blush is going to be the harder part, so you should get it out of the way first, don't you think?"

"What is this?"

"A game," Michelle told him.

"The best game," Kayla answered.

"I don't want to do this," he shot back, his tone sharpening. For just one second, it felt like he could actually confront these girls.

They were still blocking the door. They still had him there, trapped as their prisoner, their plaything, and their new favorite toy.

"Then it's a good thing no one asked you," Kayla said. She stepped forward, he retreated back.

Michelle followed, and now they were both staring at him. They both had their arms crossed over their chests, their backs straight. They watched him, and he tried to look into Kayla's eyes first. He couldn't. He did the same with Michelle, only to fail again.

"What's it going to be?" Michelle asked.

"What do you pick?" Kayla wanted to know.

At this point, the girls glanced back and forth at one another. They were pondering exactly what he would do. They were waiting to see who would win.

"Hair, I guess," he said.

"A point for me!" Michelle said, clapping her hands together. That's when she strode forward, and she peered at him from behind her glasses. She grabbed his shoulders, and she pushed him down into one of the open seats. From there, she held out her hand like a surgeon waiting for a scalpel.

Kayla didn't need to be asked. She grabbed one of the bags, found a piece, and handed it to her.

Tony gulped. He didn't want to know. He didn't want to see it.

Only then, some perverse sense of curiosity grabbed him. He opened his eyes even as he exhaled. And then he saw it: the black headband.

Michelle pulled it from the package, touched the tips to the sides of his face, and then she pushed it down, holding his hair back.

"Super cute," Kayla said.

"Totally adorable," Michelle agreed.

"My turn," Kayla said.

He wanted to get up. He itched to jump to his feet, push past them, and stride out of the room. Theoretically, it should have been so easy. He wasn't actually a prisoner, and this wasn't a jail cell. Still, those girls worked, and he watched them, and he knew they could force him right back down into that seat with just a glance, so he didn't dare move.

Kayla opened up the packet of makeup. She found the small brush, and she started to wipe it along the surface. Then she started to paint his face. Or at least, that was how it felt to him. She took her time as she worked on him. Not only that, she was leaning in. She was so close. If anything, this magnified her impact on him. He froze. With his feet and knees held together, his back straight, his muscles locked, he felt he couldn't move.

This became genuine paralysis.

And then she finished.

"So cute!" Michelle gushed right before she pulled out her phone and started taking pictures.

"Smile for us," Kayla ordered.

He forced himself to comply.

"And what do you say for all of our help?"

He looked back at that girl as she took one shot after another. Not only that, Michelle said, "This is definitely going in the collection."

He didn't know what that meant, but he remembered her question from before.

"Thank you," he answered. He had to say thank you.

The End


Caitlin’s Toy

If you’ve enjoyed this kind of soft feminization and playful domination, check out Caitlin’s Toy.
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