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In the dingy kitchen, I stand bleary-eyed, watching a bowl of ramen spin in the beat-up microwave. Barely five weeks ago, I arrived in Paris, and so far, the experience isn’t the fun-filled romp I envisioned.

With hardly any money for such an adventure, especially in an international culture hub, I’m stuck in a two-bedroom apartment with four other roommates—all of whom snore like the devil on volcanic steroids. Even though I work at a bank, this dumpy place is the best I could afford under the starvation wages of a summer intern.

“This is for the experience,” I remind myself, “for filling out the job resume.”

I snort at the thought. My primary purpose is to get coffee and lunch for senior people. The made-up project they have me doing involves interest loans and bankruptcy—something that’s only showing me how bad my own debt will be when I graduate from college.

If I can even figure out what I want to do with my life.

The microwave beeps.

I pull out the instant noodles and toss in a few colorful vegetables to spruce up the bland meal. From there, I head into the apartment’s cramped living room, where I plop onto a couch that was probably elegant during the 1920s but is now a worn, outdated relic. With a sigh, I set the cheap fare next to my phone on the even older coffee table.

Footsteps clomp down the wooden floorboards of the hallway. The door opens with a creak, and Nate Jenkins enters. He’s my friend from college who got me into this glorious adventure. The other three sharing this apartment with us are his friends from summer camp.

As I stare with envy, he shoves the remains of a pastry into his mouth. Still chewing, he comes over and gives me a fist bump. Nate’s a touchy-feely type, which lends him a more personable nature than most guys.

“You know, in France, you’re supposed to respect the food and not eat on the fly,” I say.

He holds up a finger, pausing the conversation until he chews enough to swallow. “I was in a rush,” he says, glancing at my meager dinner. “Noodles, again?”

Instead of responding to the obvious, I say, “How did it go with that girl?”

His frown tells me the answer. In high school, he was quite the ladies’ man because his well-to-do parents gave him a sporty car with racing stripes. Even though we’re heading into our senior year of college, Nate’s still trying to find his dating footing. At five-feet-nine, he’s a touch taller than me and not bad looking. The only issue is that he’s a tad chubby—most likely from his love of dessert and every other prior course up to and before the appetizer. However, with a likable smile, easygoing attitude, and soft brown eyes, there isn’t anything to his game that a diet and gym membership wouldn’t solve.

“These European chicks are different,” he states as an excuse. “It’s going to take a while to get used to how the dating scene works here.”

“We leave in four weeks.”

“I’ll get it done before then.”

After giving him a thumbs up for confidence, I say, “The toilet’s dripping again. There’s a puddle in the bathroom.”

Nate sighs. “I’ll speak with the landlord again.”

I understand his reticence. Our landlord is on the rude and unsavory side and is always complaining about how little he rented this crappy place to us for. Fixing something like a leak should be simple, but a group of summer interns—temporary residents of Paris—isn’t high on his priority list.

“A bunch of us are heading to a club tonight where a lot of models hang out,” Nate says to change the topic. “You should come.”

I shake my head, visualizing my finances. After taxes, most of my paltry paycheck goes into my savings account, which is earmarked for next semester’s expenses, including textbooks. What little remains for entertainment enters my checking account, which has less than fifty euros at the moment. In the best case, I’ll have enough for one nice meal in the city before I leave, so making a visit to a club with Nate to watch him strike out with hot European girls is the last thing I want to spend anything on. “I’ve got too much work to do, and I wanted to walk around some of the parks later.”

“Parks? This is Friday night!”

I shrug.

“Look,” he says with sincerity, “my parents sent me some cash to enjoy myself, so how about I pay the entrance fee for both of us?”

Borrowing money from Nate would be bad enough, but scrounging off his parents would be even worse.

“It’s not about the money,” I reply, thinking about my lack of money.

“Then why won’t you come? You’ve barely gone out since we’ve gotten here, and my friends are starting to think you’re anti-social.”

As my mind wanders in search of more excuses, a ding comes from my smartphone—another expense I can scarcely afford. To avoid telling the truth, I pick up the cheap device and swipe to my emails.

“Huh,” I say, surprised.

“What?” Nate says, grabbing the spot on the couch next to me.

“It’s a reply to a modeling job I applied for.”

“No way, you as a model?” he says, leaning in to examine my face.

Although his stare and the sentiment underlying the question annoy me, I answer nicely, “The ad specifically asked for males that are thin and nonathletic.”

“Oh, that’s you in a nutshell.”

I bite back a sarcastic answer and say, “I don’t have the job yet. This is only for an interview—early tomorrow morning—so, sorry, I can’t go clubbing tonight.”

“You’re really not going out with us, so you can go on some interview?” he asks with disappointment.

“Yeah,” I say, happy with the excuse.

“I don’t know. Those details sound kind of sketchy.”

“What’s the worst that could happen?” I reply with a shrug.
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In the narrow confines of my rundown bedroom, Nate snores like a freight train on the bed next to me. The thunderous breaths from my other three roommates across the way add to my overall misery by rattling through the thin walls and around the rickety doors that won’t close right.

From under a pillow, I fight a losing effort to find slumber against the unyielding din.

When the red digits on my alarm clock tick to 4 a.m., I sit up and give Nate’s prone form an exhausted glare.

Sleep isn’t coming, so I get out of bed and ready for the appointment. I brush my teeth and dress in my best outfit and shoes, which are rather lacking by Parisian standards. Then, with nothing else to do besides listen to the racket, I leave and walk through the chilly predawn air of Paris.

In a little over an hour, I arrive at a three-story terraced house in one of the nicer neighborhoods of the city. I wipe my bleary eyes and stare at my phone display, rechecking the address.

The location is correct, but a residence feels like a weird place for an interview. I’m not applying to be a nanny or anything, and it’s hard to imagine a photographic studio is anywhere inside.

Not that I would know the first thing about modeling. While I’m not homely, my looks are far from those of the men plastered on giant billboards and pictured in glossy magazines. I’m slender with longish legs and have narrow shoulders. Even worse, I’m only five-eight-and-a-half. All within the parameters of the strange ad, yet so different from that of being classically handsome.

I stare at the grays leaking into the dark sky and sigh. It’s about twenty minutes before sunrise, and I’m three hours early for my eight-thirty appointment.

All because I have a gaggle of stupid snoring roommates since I can’t afford to live by myself.

Even though the predawn air is cool, beads of sweat form on my chest, which is what happens whenever I feel nervous or do any physical exertion. I sigh, hoping my appearance stays presentable.

A delivery van pulls up, and the driver drops a package off across the way. Before driving off, the man eyes me as if I’m some sort of criminal, readying to commit a crime.

I frown, wondering if loitering on the doorstep will get me arrested, and back into the street.

Above, a lamp glows through the drawn curtains behind a second-story balcony. Someone might be up, and I consider knocking on the door to get some confirmation. But if someone just left a light on, then waking up the household wouldn’t be helpful for getting this job, which pays—and pays well. Not to mention that in many places in the US, calling at this hour would likely get me shot too.

I shake my head. That probably wouldn’t happen here; the worst I’d receive is a severe tongue lashing as only an irate Parisian could deliver.

A cuss floats down, and a shadowy figure paces back and forth in the lamplight.

At least someone’s up.

While I debate my next course of action, a cold breeze rolls past. I shiver since I’m dressed for summer sunshine, don’t have a jacket, and now have a damp shirt.

Uncertain of what to do, but certain that freezing on this doorstep for a few hours is a bad idea, I march up the front steps and rap my knuckles on the door. After a minute with no response, I knock harder.

Footsteps clomp down a wooden staircase, and the foyer light pops on.

“Who’s there?” an irritated voice calls in an American accent.

“Um…” I say, now worried. “My name is Sam Jacob, and I think I have an appointment here.”

The peephole darkens, then chains unlatch and deadbolts snap open. The door swings inward, and to my surprise, a beautiful girl with lustrous, raven-colored hair stands in the entryway. She’s about my height and dressed in business attire as if she just got off work or, given the hour, is getting ready for work. Her expression is anything but pleased, and her dark gray eyes bore through me.

“Hi,” I say and force a smile, “I know I’m early, but I just wanted to see if this was the right location, and I saw that you were up.”

“Do you know what time it is?”

“I’m sorry. It’s just that⁠—”

She holds up her hands, tensing her fingers in exasperation. “Do I look like I want to hear your excuses?”

“No, but⁠—”

“That was a rhetorical question.”

“Sorry,” I say, fighting a rush of anxiety and fresh beads of sweat.

She jabs her finger in the general direction of the city and says in a voice that resembles a low growl, “Go away and don’t come back. Ever!”

Her scowl isn’t something I want to argue with, and my breaths shorten as if I’m on the verge of a panic attack.

With my shoulders slumped in defeat, I turn and head down the stairs, struggling to calm myself and sure I wouldn’t have gotten the job with such an intense person anyway.

When my foot hits the sidewalk, she calls, “Stop.”

I pause and glance over my shoulder.

Her gaze flicks up and down my body, and she says, “Do a twirl.”

“A what?”

She loops her finger in a circle. “Twirl around, so I can see all of you.”

Bewildered, I shuffle my feet and do a full three-sixty.

Her lips scrunch, and she pinches her chin in thought.

While she appraises me, I fight an urgent desire to run away. I’m not sure if I want to work with someone who can be so bitchy.

My empty wallet argues back, and I will my feet to stay rooted under her scrutiny.

Finally, a long sigh spills from her mouth, and she says, “Come back.”

“At eight-thirty?”

The scowl returns, and she points at the doormat. “Come back up here, so I can get a good look at you.”

I trudge back up the staircase. As I reach the doorway, she grabs my chin and twists and tilts my head in different directions, examining me like someone purchasing a prize horse.

“You’ve got a gangly frame and delicate features,” she says. “Pale like you haven’t seen the sun. Small nose. Nice cheekbones. Full lips for a guy, and even by women’s standards. And your eyes are a little large too.” She grabs my hand. “Even your nails are good.”

“Thanks,” I reply, unsure if she’s complimenting me.

She peers closely. “What color are your eyes?”

I say with a shrug, “Usually a pale blue, but sometimes they change to a light gray.”

“Interesting,” she mumbles and whips my head to the side.

I yelp in surprise.

“Not a bad profile, and at least you look like your picture and match the description for the job.”

“Is that good?” I ask.

“For now, yes.”

She twists my head back, so I’m facing her, and narrows her eyes. “There’s only this one tiny scar over the corner of your lip.”

I touch the indentation. “Sorry.”

“Don’t worry,” she replies. “It gives your appearance a little character. Everyone needs an imperfection.”

“Oh,” I say, thinking of a myriad of other flaws I must have with my looks.

“Where did you get it from?”

To avoid going into the unpleasant truth, I reply, “A dodgeball accident in elementary school.”

She lets go of my chin and steps back, sizing me up. “You’re not five-nine, are you?”

“Five-eight-and-a-half. I rounded up.”

She pinches my biceps. “Didn’t do many sports, did you?”

I shake my head. “Only gym class.”

“Bet you were the last person picked for everything,” she states as a matter of fact.

The spot-on evaluation about my lack of athletic ability adds to my general annoyance about the situation. “Look, if that’s a requirement, I’ll leave.”

“Have you ever modeled before?”

“No.”

The scowl leaves her face.

Without the anger marring her features, she’s surprisingly pretty. While her nose is a bit prominent, her lips are sensual, and for her, the whole package just works. She gives a tired blink, and a pang of guilt hits me for not waiting and letting her get some rest.

“Well, Sam Jacob,” she says in a welcoming tone. “I’m Christine Sinclair. Congrats, you’ve passed the first hurdle.” She stands to the side. “Come on in. We’ve got some work to do to see if you’re the one I’m looking for.”
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When we reach the second floor, she guides me to the rear of the residence and into a quaint study, which is cluttered with piles of manila envelopes. She sets me down on a chair in front of an antique desk and turns on a fancy green and brass desk lamp.

While she rummages through a closet near the door, I let my gaze wander over the surroundings. The place exudes simplicity and elegance. Decorative bookcases sit to either side, filled with leather-bound editions and porcelain figurines. Something that looks like a real impressionist painting of a mother and child hangs on the back wall. An expensive rug covers the hardwood floor, while thick curtains hang over a tall window behind the desk.

I sigh; this is a veritable palace next to the dump I’m in and doesn’t include four snoring roommates.

She returns with a silver-colored box that’s about as big as a small suitcase.

“What’s that?” I ask.

“A makeup kit.”

“Makeup?”

“Did you read the entire ad?”

“I stopped at the description of who you wanted,” I reply, although I actually scanned down to where the details about the compensation were—but not through all the fine print.

The scowl returns to her face. “This is a project to broaden the definition of feminine beauty.”

“To include men?”

“You catch on pretty quick.”

Uncertain if that’s a compliment or not, I ask to clarify, “So, you’re going to find a guy and dress him as a woman?”

“This is a little more complex and a little harder than just cross-dressing.”

“Aren’t a lot of people trying to do something like this already?” I say, picturing alternative models that I’ve seen on the covers of a few different magazines.

She lets out an annoyed sigh that I’m sure contains enough air for two breaths. “Ever hear of the fable where the sun and wind have a contest?”

“Sort of—I think in elementary school?”

After frowning at my power of recollection, she explains, “The sun and wind get into an argument about who’s stronger. To settle the contest, they decided to try their powers on a man wearing a cloak. The winner to be the one to get him to take it off.”

I nod, having no idea of where this is heading.

“The wind goes first,” she says, “and blows and blows, trying to rip the cloak off the guy. When he only grips it harder, the sun takes its turn. It shines and heats up the day, and the guy voluntarily pulls off the cloak.”

“So, you’re trying to do something like the sun?”

“Aren’t there enough people running around now with blowtorches and axes and sledgehammers trying to bludgeon the cloak off that poor guy?”

I shrug.

“So, yes, the goal is to get the world to realize it wants to change, not tell it that it has to change or else,” she says in a voice filled with determination.

My shoulders slump; I envy her passion. I’ve never felt that way about anything. I’m only here because of the fee—not to involve myself in some global movement about what’s beautiful.

“Does that make sense?”

I force my head to bob up and down.

She rolls her eyes, unconvinced of my commitment, and lifts the lid of the makeup kit. Several shelves expand from the interior.

“It seems like it would be hard to find the right people for this,” I say, eyeing the vast array of colors and types of cosmetics along with a collection of brushes held in pouches under the top.

“Person,” she replies, picking through the contents. “I need one special individual to be the tip of the spear for this movement.” She gestures to the stacks of manila envelopes scattered around the small space and wipes her eyes with the back of her wrist. “These are some of the applicants I’m going through, and there are at least ten times as many sitting in my email.”

“Oh, then it shouldn’t be a problem.”

In a tired voice, she replies, “I’ve been up for weeks looking for this person.”

“Why would you do something like this project in the first place?”

“To show my worthiness to my family.”

“Sounds like they’re hard to please,” I say. “Is it because you’re a woman?”

“Let’s just say that they want their heirs to demonstrate the potential for greatness.”

“I see,” I reply, not understanding.

“I’m really busy, so let’s get started,” she says and grabs a pair of tweezers from the makeup kit.

As I watch with curiosity, the tiny metal thongs dash in and pluck a hair from just above my eyelid.

“Ouch,” I say, “that hurts.”

“Don’t be such a sissy. Women have had to put up with this and worse since the dawn of time.”

“Will anyone notice this?”

“Hopefully, and if they do, they’ll just think that for some odd reason you look a little less grungy for a change.”

Rather than argue, I tighten my lips against the jabs of pain as she yanks out more of my unruly eyebrow hair.

After what seems like an hour but is only five minutes, in reality, she grabs a delicate pair of scissors and trims down the length of my brows. Then she steps back to examine her handiwork. “Okay, that’s acceptable.”

I breathe out a sigh of relief. “Was that necessary?”

“Yes,” she says, glaring, “we’ll be taking a few modeling shots of you, and your eyebrows were a mess.”

“Is that it?”

“No. I’m going to put makeup on you. Not much, only some foundation and a touch around your eyes and nose.”

“Okay, in for a penny, in for a pound,” I say with resignation.

She works quickly, dabbing creamy stuff on my face and smoothing everything over with a pad. Then she uses a variety of brushes and powders around my eyes.

“What about you?” she says to break the monotony. “Do you get along with your family?”

“I don’t have one,” I reply, unsure of how much to share. “My father ran off when I was two, and my mother raised me. She died just after I turned eighteen.”

She pauses and says in a soft voice, “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. That was a few years back.”

“But still…”

I shrug, unwilling to divulge any more of my family history.

She gets the message and changes the subject. “So, how old are you?”

“I’ll be twenty-one in a month.”

“You look barely out of high school,” she replies, impressed. “So, you’re a junior in college?”

“I finished—next year, I’ll be a senior.”

“What are you majoring in?”

“I’m undecided.”

“What? How does your college even let you do that?”

“My adviser has been helping me, but I’ll have to figure something out soon. Maybe accounting?”

“Wow, that’s exciting,” she says, unexcited.

I reach for my cheek. “Will this come off?”

She slaps my hand. “Once the makeup is on, don’t touch it, no matter what, until you’re done with whatever you need it for.”

“What if I get an itch?”

“You ignore it,” she says with a cold smile.

I push my hands onto my lap, afraid of getting on her bad side and appreciating the toughness of being a girl a little more.

“And yes,” she says, “it’ll come off with makeup remover and a good washing with mild soap and water.”

“Nobody will notice?”

“Make sure to wash well.”

After a few more minutes, she puts the brushes away and grabs a tube of lip gloss. “Have you had anything done to your lips?”

“No,” I say, resisting the urge to touch my finger to my mouth, suddenly self-conscious.

She chuckles. “It’s not a bad thing. Yours are amazing. Full and perfectly shaped. At least for a woman.”

“Great.”

“Honestly, your features are all wonderful.”

“For a woman?”

Her answer comes in the form of a lopsided smirk.

I snort.

“For this job, I’m looking for completely natural,” she says. “No fake boobs, no butt implants, no face work, nothing. And what you’ve got works well for it.”

I purse my lips, unsure of how to respond, and the conversation lapses.

After applying the lip gloss, she steps away, nodding.

While I sit still, trying not to scratch an itch on my forehead, she heads back to the closet and returns with a makeup mirror.

When she sets it in front of me, I avert my gaze, afraid of what I might find in the reflection.

“Don’t be scared. You look great.”

I sneak a peek.

“Not bad, huh?” she says.

Surprised, I lean closer.

My eyes look larger and my features more delicate and my lips really plump—all elevating my appearance in an eye-catching sort of way.

“So, is this normal for models?” I ask.

She chuckles. “For a normal modeling shoot for men, no. But if that was the case, you wouldn’t be here, would you?”

I frown.

“Don’t be like that. A lot of women would kill for what you’ve got.”

“Is this it?”

“One more thing,” she says, holding up a finger. She steps away and goes to the closet, which I’m sure—given the amount of stuff she’s going through—must be the size of a small apartment. After a minute, she returns with a reddish-brown wig that’s close to my hair color. She pulls a net over my hair to smooth it out and then places the wig on my head. The wavy strands fall past my shoulders.

While I tense from her soft touch and the nearness of her body, she fiddles with the locks. A minute later, she leans back, admiring the result. “I think that’ll do.”

I glance at the mirror and gulp, stunned by the transformation. If I didn’t know better, I’d be attracted to the person I’m seeing.

“You look amazing, and it’s a subtle beauty,” Christine says.

I twist the ends of the hair, not fully believing.

She turns off the desk lamp and pulls apart the curtains, letting in the early morning sunlight.

I blink at the amber hues spilling through the tall window.

“Let me take a few pictures,” she says, grabbing a cellphone. “The lighting’s a little rough, but that’s a good thing. If you look good now, then later, you’ll look great with glamor lighting.”

When she’s ready for the first shot, I force my lips into a smile, trying to brighten up for the picture.

“No funny faces, okay?” she says.

Not knowing what else to do, I stay silent and let my face fall into my natural expression as she takes pictures of me from different angles.

When she snaps the last one, which is a side profile, she says, “I’ll evaluate these test shots with the photographer I lined up. He’s pretty famous—Francois Toussaint.”

The name means nothing to me, and I ask, “What’s modeling like?”

“It’s pretty glamorous⁠—”

“I mean, the process of being in front of the camera.”

“Oh. The concept sounds cool, but mostly the work is choosing a location, setting up lighting, and getting a pose—then taking lots of pictures until you like one.”

“Is it hard?”

“It might be better if you see for yourself,” she replies with a shrug. “Francois is giving a seminar this morning, so why don’t you head over and check it out?”

“Um…” I say, thinking of using work as an excuse, but realizing that it’s Saturday.

“The seminar starts at nine.” She hands me a card with an address. “Go here and tell them that Christine Sinclair sent you.”

When I hesitate, she says, “Do you have anything better to do?”

I shake my head. Then, suddenly itchy and uncomfortable, I ask, “Are we done?”

“For now.”

I get up and pull off the wig and hair netting.

Christine leads me to a clean and elegant bathroom, where she uses wipes on my makeup and then I make sure to scrub hard all over my face with soap and water to remove every last girly trace.
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It’s seven-thirty when Christine ushers me out of her place.

After walking around the corner, I stop at the first shiny window and lean close, examining my reflection. I scrunch my lips, moving them left and right to stretch out my cheeks. The lipstick is completely gone, and there are no leftover smears of makeup. Everything looks clean and, surprisingly—as Christine had said—a little better than before.

Satisfied with my appearance, I pull up directions for the seminar on my phone and hop on the metro to the outskirts of Paris. I’m still unconvinced of this whole modeling thing, but I’m eager to try something new—so, at minimum, I can get Nate off my back about me only doing work, sitting in the old apartment, or walking around sightseeing for free.

When I reach Neuilly-sur-Seine, I hop off the train and step into a trendy area near an impressive fountain and several wide roadways.

My stomach grumbles, and I spend a few minutes wandering away from the traffic and looking for something to eat.

Wonderful scents drift from several posh restaurants in the area—the kind of places I’d like to try just once before leaving. Although tempted by the beyond-my-budget fare, I choose the course of saving money and grab breakfast from a fast-food joint.

Then following the map on my phone, I walk toward the seminar, sweating in the budding summer heat. After passing a park, I step onto an avenue filled with greenery from tall trees lining the sidewalks and manicured lawns sitting behind wrought iron fences with spiky tips. The residences running down the block range from quaint homes to white-and-beige four-story apartment complexes.

The few pedestrians are well-dressed and take little notice of my gawking at the neighborhood as they march past.

My phone beeps that it’s nine, and I hustle down the block, not wanting to be too late for the festivities.

In a few minutes and taking labored breaths, I reach an affluent beige two-story house with a meticulously maintained lawn. The place looks nothing like a photographic studio or, given my limited experience, nothing like what I’d expect a studio to look like. I roll my eyes, realizing I had similar reservations about Christine’s place too.

Even so, I double-check the address and find the location is correct.

I spend a minute trying to gather my breath and build up enough confidence to enter the world of high fashion. Sweat from all the trotting around has soaked through my shirt, and I pull at the material, hoping to improve my appearance by drying out the wet patches. The effort doesn’t work particularly well, and not needing to be any later than I already am, I push through the sturdy iron gate. I edge past a row of perfectly trimmed shrubs and up a short walkway. Then, remembering the welcome Christine gave me and more than a little afraid of a repeat, I stop an arm’s length from the doorway and ring the bell.

A moment passes before a harried girl with short black hair opens the dark wooden door.

“Hi, I’m here for the seminar with Francois?” I ask as politely as possible.

Her deep-brown eyes assess my flushed face and then wander down my sweaty, disheveled clothing.

Nervous, I wipe my moisture-laden brow. Although I don’t think I look like a criminal, I’m sure that I look nothing like a photography student either.

“For walk-ins, the fee is two-hundred-and-fifty euros,” she says in a pleasant voice while exuding a no-negotiating undertone through her posture.

I gulp. “Oh, I didn’t know it would be that expensive.”

“Sorry, there are no exceptions.”

I hold up the address card and say tentatively, “Christine Sinclair sent me.”

Her countenance softens, and she smiles. “Oh, In that case, come right in.” She steps aside and says, “I’m Yvette. I do makeup and assist Francois.”

“Sam Jacob,” I reply and enter a fancy place with hardwood floors and expensive rugs. Through a wide arch on my right is a living room with rustic furniture that leads into an open entry kitchen. On the other side, elegant, black lacquered chairs with white cushions surround a circular table covered by a white tablecloth. Accent tables and other matching decorations, including framed poster-sized photographs, line the walls and hallway.

Yvette closes the door and whispers, “If you speak with anyone, just don’t mention what you paid to get in.”

When I nod, she leads me through the living room and toward the rear of the residence.

In a surprise that I should have expected, the backyard turns out to be a large room with a two-story ceiling. A splashy gray backdrop hangs against the back wall while a wide variety of lights, screens, and metal holding stands lie scattered across the gray-painted flooring.

About twenty people are gathered in a semicircle in the far corner. They’re liberal-artsy types—wearing striped shirts, black boots, and lots of scarves—somehow looking casual and sophisticated at the same time.

I glance down at my inadequate clothing, intimidated by their higher sense of fashion.

Yvette taps my arm. “Today, we’re going over basic shooting with LED lights.” She points at a long fold-out table with plates and munchies set against a side wall. “If you get hungry, there are snacks over there, and we have an early lunch coming at eleven. Francois will be out in a couple of minutes, and then we’ll start.”

As I nod, she heads away, saying, “I have to run and help the model.”

With nothing better to do, I wander over and take a place behind the group.

Nobody pays attention to me, so I ask a nearby girl, who’s cute and has her sandy hair cut stylishly short with long bangs, “Have you been to one of these seminars before?”

“I’ve been to a few, but this is my first with Francois,” she replies.

Before I can continue the conversation, she turns back to her friends.

Instead of standing there sheepishly, I wander over to the snacks, even though I’m not hungry. Trying to appear busy, I study the offerings—disappointed to have spent money on breakfast when I could have eaten here for free.

A door opens from the front of the space and the idle chatter stops. A tall man with light brown hair and dark brown eyes, who I assume is Francois, steps out. He’s scruffy in an artsy way and everything I’m not: well-dressed, confident, and charismatic.

The crowd flocks to him. The cute girl I tried to converse with and a few others push closer, preening for his attention.

As I trudge over, he lifts his hands high to quiet the idle chatter. “Thank you all for coming,” he says in fluent, but slightly accented English. “Today, I’ll show you different techniques for using LED lights and a little color gel.”

He holds up his camera and explains the settings, talking about f-stops, depth-of-field, and other aspects of shooting pictures.

My mind flutters from all the terms: Photography is far more technical than I expected—if I expected anything.

On the other hand, the students pay rapt attention as he goes through setting up the key light, fill lighting, and bounce boards for a spot in front of the backdrop. There’s a lot of detail to consider, and Francois has a lot of experience to impart.

Even though the process isn’t as glamorous as I thought it would be, Francois’s charisma makes everything sound exciting—and he’s got a real talent for simplifying things enough for everyone to understand.

From my scant knowledge, it appears that Christine made the right choice of photographer.

Another door swings open, revealing a dressing room with bright makeup lights, glaring off a giant mirror.

Yvette steps into view and says, “And here is Stephanie, our model for today.”

A girl with long, tousled brunette hair, dressed in only matching red lingerie, marches out and gives a friendly wave.

The gathered return a round of applause while I stare, mesmerized by the amount of flawless bare skin, struggling to keep some semblance of professionalism.

I’m not sure if Stephanie is a well-known model or not, but she is hotter than anyone I’ve ever seen in person. She’s taller than me and very at home in front of the crowd. Her blue eyes exude both a friendliness and confidence that I’m sorely lacking.

Francois brings her over to a spot marked with masking tape on the floor.

“For today, we’ll be doing a few poses with and without props,” he says.

He pulls off the lens cap and places it in his shirt pocket. Then he backs away, adjusting the camera controls and focus as the students drift to keep behind him and out of camera shot.

I find a spot at the back of everything, trying not to stare at the model’s underboobs and flat abs.

Francois gives a wide smile and starts snapping pictures. The model makes small movements, shifting to adjust her pose, while he mumbles compliments like “Wonderful,” “Marvelous,” and “Amazing.”

From my neophyte perspective, it all looks pretty simple. If Christine decided to give me the job, I can do the same—I think.

Should she offer me the job…

After a few more clicks, Francois stops and brings everyone over to a laptop.

“The pictures automatically download here into software that allows me to make alterations.”

He displays the pictures for the crowd. “But as you all can see, with someone as professional as Stephanie, there’s not that much to do.”

I push past a lanky guy wearing a casual, long-sleeve shirt and stand on tippy-toes, peering over a shorter girl in a black dress.

The images are amazing. She’s got incredible charisma in person, but it pales to what she exudes in still frames. I can feel the energy surging from her body and radiating from her eyes. Somehow, the total effect surpasses her already incredible looks.

I’ve never even taken a decent picture.

My heart starts racing, and a chill runs down my spine.

Confused, I back away, suppressing a shiver, as my breaths shorten into gasps.

Who am I kidding?

This model is one of the most ridiculously beautiful women I’ve ever seen, and I’m just a nobody. A college student without a major—who works minimum wage jobs and is saddled with debt.

I push my hands onto my knees, fighting to remain in control.

If Christine Sinclair thinks I can compete with this, then Christine Sinclair is nuts. This girl and any other girl who gets paid to have her picture taken are completely out of my league. Hell, we aren’t even in the same universe.

A hand touches my shoulder. “Are you okay?” Yvette asks.

I glance up.

Everyone’s staring at me.

Francois comes over and asks with concern, “Is he all right? Should we call for an ambulance?”

My face reddens with embarrassment—I’ve always tried to avoid attention. Between my labored breaths, I croak out, “I’m fine. Just need some fresh air.”

Before anyone does anything further, I stumble out of the studio and rush out the doorway, still hunched over. When I reach the sidewalk, I stop under the broken sunlight filtering through the tall trees, trying to take small breaths and calm myself from the panic attack.

I wave away the few pedestrians who pause and ask about my health.

After a few minutes, I recover enough to head from the studio and, hopefully, all things modeling.
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With sweat trickling down my chest and staining my shirt, I step into the rundown apartment at a little past one, feeling worn and tired like the paint and furniture.

The panic attack is gone, but muscles across my body still shiver from the exertion. I head into the bathroom, where I get out of my shirt and grab a washcloth. With slow breaths, I gather myself as I wipe my face and chest with cool water.

After I’m clean, my thoughts clear and I toss on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. I plop onto the couch and think through the day—everything from my initial encounter with Christine to viewing what a real modeling shoot would be like.

From the whole experience, I’m one hundred percent sure this world isn’t for me.

My empty wallet and student loan debt argue back. If I get chosen, the fee would make my next semester so much easier and give me enough to enjoy Paris—at least for one dinner.

I sigh with indecision.

A moment later, a realistic notion dawns on me: I’m not getting the job.

Those models are way out of my league, and Christine, who seems really intelligent, will realize that. She’ll make the right decision about not hiring me and keep on looking.

And this is good for me because not being around the intense girl and her undoubtedly strained relationship with her family will keep my stress levels down.

However, there’s the issue with my sinking finances.

I lean back and blow out a breath.

How I’ll make more money, I have no idea, but I’ve got to have other talent than dressing up as the opposite sex. At least, even though I can’t think of anything at the moment, there should be something I can do well.

My phone chimes.

I pull out the device and check the screen. There’s a new email from Christine. Relieved, I open the message, ready to have this charade ended.

Instead and to my shock, it’s an offer for a fashion shoot over the next weekend.

Sighing, I hit the reply button and swipe in my thanks-but-no-thanks response.

Footsteps stomp from the hallway, and the door swings open. Nate enters, again eating some type of pastry.

“How was the club last night?” I ask.

He takes a moment to finish chewing and replies, “It was okay. Talked to some girls, but no action.”

“Bummer,” I reply, acting surprised. “Don’t worry, I’m sure it’ll get better.”

He smiles as if believing me, then he pulls a magazine from his back pocket and drops it on the coffee table. He points to the beautiful girl on the cover, saying, “She was there last night. I told you the place was worth going to. That’s the type of girl I’d like to date.”

I lean closer. The girl is stunning, which only worsens my mood. The notion of me competing with someone like this is beyond ridiculous.

When I turn back to my phone to double-check and send my response to Christine, he holds up a finger. “There’s a problem with our landlord.”

“Oh,” I say, dreading his next words.

“He found out that five of us are staying here, and he’s making a stink about it.”

“Are we getting kicked out?”

“He can’t do that. At least not legally before we leave.”

“But…”

“There are things he can do to make things worse for us.”

I roll my eyes, wondering how things could be worse, and then coming up with a dozen things that could get worse.

“Don’t worry,” Nate says. “I made a deal with him. We all give him an extra hundred euros and everything will be okay.”

I silently curse Nate for getting us into this shady area with such a shady landlord. I let out a long sigh, wondering if I’ll ever save any money from this internship.

“Do you want⁠—”

“No,” I say before he can offer to pay my share.

“I don’t understand why you won’t let me help. Listen, I’m your friend, and I want to see you at least have some fun in Paris.”

Thoughts of my mother trying to find someone to take care of us between her two jobs enter my head—always waiting for the one and always disappointed. Then the experience of living in an old, beat-up Toyota for a couple of days, homeless, leaps from my memories. I shake my head; relying on someone else is a life I won’t live again. “I pay my own way.”

“Suit yourself,” he replies with a shrug. “How did that modeling thing go?”

“I got the job.”

“Oh, wow. Are you going to do it?”

I take a moment to process through the issues. Even though I don’t stand a chance against a real model—what difference should that make? This isn’t something I’m planning on doing for a career if I ever decide on one. Being out of my league is to my advantage. I only need to show up, let them shoot pictures of me, and then they’ll realize what I already know. What would be the harm of picking up a nice paycheck? Then I can pay for everything I need here while adding to my savings for next semester—and even have a small amount left over for one nice dinner before I leave for the States.

What could possibly go wrong?

“Sam?” Nate says.

“I guess I’ve got no choice now.”

He gives me a quizzical stare.

I break eye contact and delete my original reply. After taking a deep breath, I type in: I’m in. Where and when?

Nate leans close and studies me. “Did you do anything with your hair?”

“No,” I reply, shaking my head.

“You look different.”

“In what way?” I ask, worried.

He shrugs, saying, “I don’t know, but you look better.”

I turn from the awkward line of conversation and send the email.

While my finances celebrate the decision, Nate’s gaze lingers for an uncomfortable moment.

When I raise an eyebrow, he blinks and then heads to the fridge in search of something else to chow down on.

I blow out a breath and rationalize away my worries about failure.

This isn’t leading anywhere, anyway.

I cross my fingers, just to make sure.
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Like everything else, I waffle on the modeling decision as the days drag toward the weekend.

The issue isn’t only that dressing as a woman is something I’ve never considered: It’s having the passion to be part of Christine’s proposed movement should things work out.

If they work out…

Even though Christine believes in me, at least enough to go through all this trouble, I don’t. There’s never been anything special about my life. One could say my specialty is having no specialty at all, while the type of person she’s looking for needs to be special in a way that’s beyond special.

I’ve gone as far as to write an email to her, explaining my reasons for bowing out of the whole endeavor. But it’s still in my draft folder, and that’s where it’ll stay.

When Nate came for the extra rent and I physically handed him the last of my checking account and sixty euros from my precious savings, I finalized the decision. This is something I need to do to secure my financial footing.

Besides, the most likely scenario is that there will be a ton of pictures of me in drag that nobody cares about, which is something I can live with. And on the odd chance this turns into something more, I can always back out later.

On the night before the shoot, Christine sends over the instructions. The call time is 5:30 a.m. at Francois’s home—the same place as the seminar. The transportation is set with a car coming to pick me up at five o’clock.

Given the nightly storm of snores, the earliness of the hour doesn’t phase me—waking up will be no problem. It’s the last detail that grabs my attention. It states I shouldn’t shower, bathe, or shave before showing up and that I’m only to brush my teeth.

Although odd, I don’t question the edict since I’m getting paid well.

On the evening before, I get to sleep at 8 p.m., trying to take advantage of the quiet while Nate and his friends go nightclubbing.

My worries make slumber hard to come by, and I’ve barely dozed off when they return with boisterous chatter. While the conversation pings back and forth between extremely loud and excruciatingly loud, I pretend to be asleep to avoid having to join in.

After they call it a night around two and before the snoring starts, I manage to get some sleep. By 4 a.m., the noises are so loud that I give up and roll out of bed, more tired than usual. I take ten minutes to get dressed and brush my teeth, then I drowsily sit outside until the car comes.

With the streets quiet at the dreary hour, I arrive early and knock on the door with bleary eyes.

Christine answers, wearing a business suit—looking super pretty in a super executive kind of way. “Did you do everything as I specified?” she asks in an edgy voice. If possible, she’s tenser than the last time we met.

Through the lack of sleep fog, I wonder about what she has at stake and how bad her family is. I had only my mother, and that was a complex relationship.

“Well?”

I nod, saying, “I just brushed my teeth, nothing else.”

“Good,” she says and leads me upstairs and into a white and black tiled bathroom with elegant silver fixtures, a small shower stall, and a freestanding bathtub.

After she closes the door, she says, “Take off your clothes.”

“What?”

Her eyes narrow. “When you bathe, you’re usually naked, right?”

“Yeah, but⁠—”

“Femininity starts from the inside, so you’re going to take a nice scented bath and shave off all your body hair like women have been doing for decades.”

“But isn’t that a bit much for just a modeling shoot?” I ask, unnerved by the prospect.

“Not for what we’re doing.”

“Are we taking pictures of anything that revealing?”

She shakes her head. “No, but I don’t care if we’re just shooting your face or you’re wearing a winter coat. We are not doing this halfway.”

“So you want me to shave everything?”

“You aren’t going to be feminine with masculine hairs on your body, so yeah, every last follicle below your neckline.”

“But not all women shave everything,” I say as a final protest.

“It doesn’t matter if women shave—they’re already women on the inside,” she says in a soft voice. “This is about you getting into that psyche and unlocking your female energy.” She wraps her hand around mine with a surprisingly gentle touch—a complete contrast with her personality. Then she runs my fingers down my thigh, saying, “Having smooth skin is sexy and part of that whole experience.”

As I fight a shiver of delight from the sensations, she concludes with, “Remember, in the world of feminine beauty, you’ve got a lot of catching up to do, so you need to do everything possible to close the gap.”

Her touch leaves my hand, and I sigh. When she puts it that way, the notion unfortunately makes sense. “What if my friends notice this?”

“Come up with a good excuse or get used to wearing long pants and sleeves,” she replies, returning to a no-nonsense tone.

While I frown, she turns on the faucet. As the tub fills, she checks the temperature and then pulls out a gold-wrapped bath bomb from a fancy-looking container. I get the feeling she’s the type who never skimps on anything, and again, I find myself jealous of her passion.

After she drops the sphere into the tub and swirls the water, she turns to me. “Hurry up, we don’t have time to waste.”

“Sorry, I’m not used to being pampered like this. My upbringing was a lot more Spartan.”

She shrugs, not caring. “Get out of your clothes already.”

“Aren’t you going to let me have some privacy?”

“I’m going to stay right here and make sure you do this right.”

I tighten my lips.

She throws up her hands and says, “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before—many times and with lots of different guys.”

I don’t doubt it. Christine is very pretty, and I imagine that personality aside, she’s not hurting for dates. “It’s just that I’ve never been naked in front of a woman—who isn’t my mother.” Then I add with a shrug, “I’ve never even been on a date.”

Her eyes turn cold. “If you’re shy, get over it. With all due respect, you’re not my type, and this is not for my enjoyment. This is for the shoot. I promise I won’t bite, so off with the clothes.”

When I sigh, she turns her head.

I utilize the opportunity and kick off my shoes and pull off my pants and socks as fruity scents from the bath bomb spill into the air.

When she shuts off the water and glances at me, I drop my shirt, standing only in my underwear.

“Come on,” she says, “there’s a lot to do, and we don’t have a lot of time.”

After I hesitate, she rolls her eyes in annoyance and stares up at the light fixture on the ceiling.

I yank off the last bit of covering and hop into the tub. The temperature is perfect, and I sink into a thick layer of foam.

She hands me a razor and a can of shaving gel. “It’s a good thing you don’t have any chest or back hair, so it’ll be a lot simpler.”

Under her watchful supervision, I start with the backs of my hands and fingers before moving on to my forearms. It’s a pretty straightforward process: I lather on the gel and shave away, swishing my razor through the sudsy water to clean it.

In my weary state, the heat from the bath relaxes me, and I flash a bemused grin at the weird sensation when I do my armpits.

“This isn’t fun and games,” Christine says with a scowl.

A bit chastised, I hurry and scrape away the last ones up top, then I lean back into the warm water and rest a leg on the tub’s edge.

Christine points to the fine hairs on my toes. “Make sure to get those too.”

While I inwardly cringe at the level of scrutiny, I follow her directions. This part takes longer, but when I finish, I shiver as I run my hands over the smooth skin. I hate to admit it, but⁠—

“Now the crotch and the crack of your ass and everything in between,” Christine says.

When my jaw drops in surprise, she adds in a deadly serious tone, “Yes, I meant it when I said being as feminine as possible means every last hair.”

“Because we’re not doing this halfway?” I ask in a meek voice.

She responds with a cold stare.

After I take care of the few strands heading down the middle of my abdomen, Christine shoves her hand into the water near my feet and pulls out the plug. As the tub drains, she says, “It’ll be easier to do the rest if you can see yourself.”

When it’s just me lying naked in an evaporating layer of suds, she says, “Can we finish, please?”

While she keeps her eyes above the ceramic rim, I rush to remove the hairs around my private area.

“Underneath too, and don’t forget the back.”

I run the razor past my balls and then up and down my ass crack, hoping to get everything. When I put it down, she stands and directs me to the shower to rinse off.

Covering myself with my hands, I enter the glass enclosure and turn on the water. A minute later, I’ve washed off the soapy film, but not the flowery scent of the bath.

To my surprise and mortification, Christine does a clinical inspection over every part of my body after I step outside, plucking away with tweezers or swiping with the razor at any stray hairs I missed. It’s all professional, and to my mild disappointment, her eyes don’t linger anywhere: a bit of approval would go a long way for my ego.

When the state of my body meets with her approval, she hands me a thick bath towel. After I dry off and wrap the towel around myself, she slaps a stick of clear antiperspirant into my palm, saying, “You’ll need this.”

I apply the gel, which feels overly slick on my clean-shaven armpits, and I rub my arms against my sides, getting used to the odd sensation.

Christine shakes her head at the antics and gives me a bottle of expensive-looking moisturizer. “This will make where you shaved feel a lot better.”

Tentatively, I put some in my hand. The creamy substance smells of strawberry and vanilla, which matches the scent of the bath bomb. I wipe some on my forearm, and a delightful tingle comes from my smooth skin. As I continue, the moist touches add a sense of sexiness to my being and I suppress a giggle.

Christine taps her boot on the hard floor with impatience, giving me a cold executive stare to keep moving.

I hurry down to my legs, accidentally letting the towel fall off and ruining the budding feminine image I was building in my head.

Still shy, I go to pick it up, but she just heads over to a closet and pulls out a thick, white robe, her eyes uncaring about my state of undress.

I sigh and wipe faster. The sooner I can get done, get paid, and get out of here, the better.

To my surprise, blood rushes into my loins as I rub the lotion around my crotch.

Embarrassed by the involuntary reaction, I quickly finish and set down the bottle.

“Here,” Christine says, holding out the luxurious covering.

I twist to hide my excitement and take the offering. After I pull it on and tie the sash tight, she opens the door and says in a voice devoid of any levity, “Now, let’s do the fun stuff.”
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Down in the studio, Yvette greets us. “Hope you’re feeling better from the other day,” she says in a cheery voice.

I force a nod, struggling to control my anxieties about competing against models—some of the most beautiful women in the world.

She brings me into the makeup room and sits me on a comfortable chair in front of a huge mirror framed by bright lights.

While I squint, adjusting to the glare, blasts from the air conditioning pour from above. I tighten my robe and push my legs together, fighting a shiver.

A knock comes from the door, and Francois pokes his head in, looking scruffy in a good way—like at the seminar. “Hello, mind if I grab some coffee?” he asks and goes to a coffeemaker sitting on a corner stand. He puts a single shot into the single-cup machine and then heads to me. “How are you doing? Better?”

“Everything’s wonderful,” I reply with bobs of my head, uncomfortable with the questions.

Christine enters. “Sam’s going to be great today.”

“Undoubtedly,” Francois replies and grabs his coffee. As he leaves, he shoots her a dubious glance.

While what little confidence I have crumbles, Christine closes the door. Yvette turns the chair around and reclines the back. While she rubs some sort of oil over my face, Christine says, “You’ve got mostly peach fuzz and we could use concealer, but nothing beats a single-edge razor shave.”

I nod in understanding. We aren’t doing anything halfway because she doesn’t leave anything to chance.

Yvette places a hot hand towel over the lower part of my face and says, “This is to soften your skin.”

While the heat does its job, Yvette marches around, setting stuff up for the rest of my transformation.

I try to stay calm, given that the photographer doesn’t even believe this will work.

There’s a rustle of papers, and Christine says, “I’ve got a few legal documents for you to sign. This is a work-for-hire, so I retain the rights to these photos in exchange for your fee. And there’s an NDA too.”

“NDA?” I mumble through the wet cloth.

“Non-disclosure agreement. You’re not allowed to say anything about this shoot. Everyone privy to the truth has to sign one.”

“Yes,” Yvette chimes in, “it’s so exciting to be in at the start of this.”

I shrug, wondering exactly how far this will go with me as the focal point. My guess is slightly beyond DOA.

As if reading my mind, Yvette says, “Don’t worry, you’ve got great features. You’re going to look absolutely stunning when I finish with you.”

“Yvette’s the best,” Christie adds.

I shrug again, dubious about the kind of magic she can work on me.

Sheets of paper and a pen get pushed into my hands. “Sign,” Christine says.

“Can I read them first?”

A sigh pours from her mouth, and she says, “Read while she shaves you.”

Yvette pulls the towel off, and while she lathers my face, I take quick glances at the documents, which specify exactly what Christine described. I have no rights to these pictures after I receive my fee, and the NDA promises dire consequences if I mention anything about the shoot.

“The NDA is to make sure you keep who you are in relation to what we’re doing today a secret—at least until the right moment.”

I nod and scribble my signature on the pages.

“Hold still,” Yvette says, holding the straight edge near my throat.

Petrified, I stay motionless.

While she scrapes away, my eyes follow Christine as she puts the papers into an oversized purse and heads to a wardrobe rack. She maneuvers the frame in such a way that I can’t see what she’s looking at.

“Don’t worry about that,” Yvette says. “Just imagine how beautiful you’ll be when we finish.”

Although I don’t share her confidence, I close my eyes and try to relax.

A moment later, she finishes, and then to my surprise, she lathers my face again and starts moving the blade in a different direction. “We do this to make sure you get the closest shave possible, even though you don’t need it,” she explains.

I blow out a breath, accepting that “not doing anything halfway” will apply to many things during the day.

A few minutes pass before she wipes my face, saying, “All done!”

“Thanks,” I say, sitting up.

“Can I get you something to eat?” she asks.

I shake my head. Even though I should be hungry, a bundle of nervousness is filling my stomach.

“You’ve got circles under your eyes. How about some coffee?”

“How much sleep have you been getting?” Christine asks, pushing aside a couple of dresses.

“Not much,” I reply.

“Then let’s get some coffee into you.”

Given my anxieties and empty stomach, I’m not in the mood for anything, but I nod anyway, wanting to avoid an argument I’m destined to lose.

As Christine starts the coffeemaker, Yvette says, “We’re running late. We better do the makeup first.”

Christine returns an affirmative, and Yvette sets the chair upright.

While Yvette plops beauty kits for doing who knows what on the counter behind me, Christine hands me a cup of the brew and says, “Push out your other hand.”

Knowing better than to ask why, I extend my left hand onto the armrest and take a sip.

The stuff is bitter and black, the opposite of what I enjoy, and I grimace. For an instant, I wonder if it’s intentional from Christine or if she’s got worries from this shoot too and is just assuming that everyone takes coffee like she does. However, the caffeine does give me a lift, and I drain the rest of the cup.

Yvette opens a case with rows of nail polish bottles, and Christine taps on my fingernail in thought.

“Maybe an arctic or sky blue on the nails to match his eyes?” Yvette suggests.

Christine glares. “Her eyes.”

While I squirm from the pronoun, Yvette pushes a smile onto her face. “Her eyes are very pretty.”

“For more natural, we’ll go with skin tone and use the beige.”

Yvette nods and touches my cheek. “You have exceptional skin.”

I nod as if I know because I don’t want to get into the middle of what the experts think is good—especially when it comes to picking feminine colors.

Christine grabs a nail file and starts on my fingernails. “Your nails are great, but let’s make them perfect.”

I give a weak smile, still not sure if I should consider all these compliments a positive, given my current state as a guy—pronouns aside.

After Christine finishes filing and pulls out a bottle of nail polish from the rack, I ask, worried about restoring my true self, “Is this going to come off?”

“Yes,” she says, dabbing the smelly liquid onto my pinkie nail, “and a lot easier than the makeup will.”

As I inwardly frown, Yvette leans close to me, ready to get started.

Christine says to her, “That little scar she has above her lip adds personality, so don’t completely cover it up.”

“Definitely,” Yvette replies with a determined expression. She begins with caresses of moisturizer on my face, and then her hands wield a variety of brushes, pads, and of course, tweezers over my features. I know better than to complain because I know the answer Christine would give: “Women have done this for centuries, so suck it up.”

When Christine finishes with my other hand, she puts the polish away and heads back to the wardrobe, where she checks outfits and works on her cellphone.

After what seems like forever but is more like forty minutes, Yvette switches to working with pencil around my eyes and eyebrows and lengthening my eyelashes with mascara.

My stomach grumbles, and I shift uneasily.

“Just stay still a little longer,” she says and turns to Christine. “I’m thinking a pale mauve for the lips?”

“Good choice,” Christine replies, not looking up from her phone display.

Yvette applies solid lipstick and then spends a couple of minutes painting around the edges. Finally, she steps back and spritzes my face. “This is a setting solution to help keep everything in place.”

Remembering Christine’s admonishment about touching makeup, I resist the urge to scratch an itch on my nose.

Yvette pulls out a color chart and puts it next to my hair. “A perfect thirty-two!” she exclaims.

“What?” I ask.

“It means your hair is auburn,” Christine says dryly.

Yvette opens a large case that’s full of hair extensions.

“Wouldn’t a wig be simpler?” I ask, feeling stupid the second the question leaves my mouth.

“This is more natural, and we aren’t doing anything halfway,” Christine says, not unexpectedly.

“How do those go on?” I ask.

“For today, we’re only using clips,” Yvette says, stepping next to me with a giant handful of wavy, fourteen-inch auburn extensions. “If we wanted you to be like this for a couple of weeks, we’d glue them on.”

I nod, happy for one thing that’s less than the maximum possible thing for today.

Over the next ten minutes, she fusses with my hair, attaching the lengths. When the last one goes on, she leans back and smooths out my locks with a satisfied smile. “I gotta say, you were born the wrong sex.”

Feeling self-conscious, I reply, “It’s just the makeup and hair extensions.”

She shakes her head. “I’ve done this for other men. Some come out pretty good, but nobody is close to you.”

With tight lips, I return a shrug, unsure of how to respond.

She smiles. “Oh, don’t be that way. This is going to be a great shoot.”

Christine comes over and examines me. She doesn’t offer any suggestions for improvement and even her scowl lessens. “That’ll do.”

Yvette leans in front of me. “Do you want to see?”

“I guess.”

She swivels the chair to face the mirror.

“Wow,” I say, blinking from the bright lights. In real life, I’d be more than intimidated by the reflection staring back at me. The waves of my auburn hair now fall a few inches past my shoulders. Although my eyes appear bigger, my nose smaller, my lips fuller and more sensual, and my eyebrows more shaped and defined, I say, “I look so different, but the stuff you did is barely noticeable.”

“That’s the artistry,” Christine replies. “We’re going for as feminine as possible without it looking like we tried at all.”

I nod. While Christine did a great job during the impromptu shoot at her place, this is at another level. Even the circles under my eyes are gone. “Are we done then?” I ask.

“Still have wardrobe,” Christine says and holds up a pair of fancy thong panties.

While Yvette suppresses a giggle, I eye the skimpy garment and reply, “You’re kidding.”

Christine gives me an icy stare, and I wonder if she has any sense of humor at all.

I take the tiny triangle of silky material. After I turn from her, I negotiate my feet through the narrow waistband and slide the sexy covering up my smooth legs. Blood rushes to my loins as the floss-like backing slips up the crack of my ass and my privates nestle into the soft front. My balls poking out the sides only sends more excitement through me.

“Okay, drop the robe,” Christine says.

With a sigh, I untie the sash, knowing that I’m destined to lose any argument with her.

Yvette takes the robe as I cover myself, embarrassed.

Christine holds out a bra. “This is an A-cup with some padding. No inserts. It’s push-up and a little tight so you can have some cleavage. We’re⁠—”

“Trying to stay natural,” I finish for her.

Her lips rise into a faint smile, which somehow looks more chilling than her scowl.

Yvette helps put on the bra, pulling and tugging everything into the correct position, where the cups shove my barely there pecs together, lifting the pair higher to create a shallow V between them.

As I get used to the constricting nature of the undergarment, Christine hands me black thigh-high stockings with a lacy floral pattern. “For just the right amount of sexiness,” she explains.

I shrug, not thinking of myself as sexy in the least. Surprisingly, my skin tingles with delight as I pull the slick material up my calves and unroll the tops over my knees and up my thighs. The sensations only make my cock grow that much harder against my body.

When I lower my hand to cover the embarrassing amount of flesh poking over my panties, Christine glances down and says, “Your outfit will hide everything, so it’s okay to be excited— stop resisting and let it happen.”

Yvette sputters out a giggle. “You are hot—you’re probably attracted to yourself.”

A glare from Christine quiets her down.

While I frown at their cavalier attitudes and my body’s reaction, Christine leads me to the dressing area behind the wardrobe rack. From there, she picks out a pleated pale-red skirt that only reaches halfway down my thighs and a matching red-and-black top. When I finish buttoning up the blouse, the v-neck shows an uncomfortable amount of my shallow cleavage, while the bottom hem barely makes it to the top of the skirt.

As Yvette does some final brushing of my hair extensions, Christine hands me a cute pair of black ankle booties.

After I slip them on and pull up the zippers, Christine says, “It’s 8:55. Time for one final check.” She steps close and examines me. “Do a twirl,” she says.

Like the first day we met, I do a pirouette, getting used to the two-inch heels of the footwear.

A moment passes before she nods. “It’s perfect. We’re as ready as we’ll ever be.”

“Agree,” Yvette adds. “You look marvelous.”

Despite the change in my appearance, butterflies flutter through my chest. The preparation has been so meticulous with so many steps that surely something must be off. “Are we sure everything is okay?” I ask in a wavering voice.

Christine sucks down a deep breath. Surprisingly, she’s almost as nervous as me. “Let’s do this,” she says with steel in her voice.

As I step to the door, she touches my arm. “We need to pick out a modeling name for you.”

I raise an eyebrow.

“Sam Jacob isn’t going to cut it.”

“Oh,” I say, seeing her point. “Maybe something like Tina Valentine?”

“This isn’t for a porn shoot.”

While I frown, she says, “I think Samantha. Samantha Jacobs.”

“Isn’t that a little close to my real name?”

“I like it, and it’ll be easy to remember for you.”

I sigh, wondering if I ever had a say in the first place. Christine seems to have everything planned in every last detail, and the cynical part of me believes this name is something she already had in mind.

How far ahead does she scheme?

I shake my head. I’m only here for this one job, so what difference does it make?

“Remember,” she says, grabbing the doorknob, “when you step into the studio, you’re a model, and we only use your modeling name.”

When I nod, she opens the door.

I might be Samantha Jacobs on the outside, but I’m still Sam Jacob on the inside.

The dour thought sticks with me as I follow her through the doorway.
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Ienter the studio, stepping gingerly to get used to walking with the two-inch heels of the booties.

Francois is in the center, setting up lighting. Above him on a ladder is another man who I’ve never seen before and is a man’s man type—gruff in a rugged way with dark hair and bushy eyebrows.

They pause as Christine steps in front of me, holding up her hands. “And here we have our next world-famous model—Samantha Jacobs!”

A smattering of applause comes from the two men and Yvette, who’s behind me.

Christine leans near my ear and glances toward the man up top. She says in a low tone, “Pierre is helping Francois out today. He hasn’t signed an NDA.”

I nod. The man is here to help only for this session and is not part of the greater movement. A sour part of my personality also assumes that he’s some sort of litmus test for the results of my transformation—to see if the guise works in person.

The newcomer sends an appreciative glance, and for a moment, I think he’s going to whistle. Instead, he says in a heavy French accent, “Bonjour, jolie dame. I am Pierre.”

When I open my mouth to answer, Christine grabs my arm and replies, “She has a sore throat, so she won’t be speaking a lot today.”

I give a sheepish smile, realizing that despite everything, being truly girly would require so much more than just a bath and makeover.

“Just taking pretty pictures?” Pierre asks, running his eyes down my body.

“Oui,” Christine says for me as I shift uncomfortably.

Remembering I have a sore throat, I only return a nod.

Pierre finishes fiddling with something that looks like an umbrella and climbs down and grabs a couple of metal stands.

Francois gives a few instructions to him and walks to us. For a moment, he bites his lip, studying me. Unlike Pierre’s lustful gaze, he stares with warmth, seeking to put me at ease.

“Very nice,” he announces. “You’re going to make a wonderful subject.”

“I hope,” I reply in a low voice, staring at the extensive setup. There’s a lot more stuff than just the simple lighting he was demonstrating during the seminar.

“Don’t worry,” he says, noticing my demeanor. “Christine wants everything to be perfect, so we aren’t taking any chances with the setup.”

“Exactly,” Christine says in agreement.

I shrug, knowing zero about the ins and outs of modeling and photography while chalking her zeal up to not doing anything halfway.

Francois notices the doubt in my expression and says, “Don’t worry, you’ll have fun, and the time will fly past.”

As I return a weak smile, he gestures toward the gray backdrop. “Please come with me, so I can measure the lighting.”

When I move to follow, Christine touches my shoulder and says in my ear, “Be sure of yourself.”

“What?” I whisper back.

“A pillar of being beautiful is confidence, so stand straight.” She turns to Francois, saying, “Isn’t that right?”

“Certainly,” he says with a smirk.

I straighten as high as I can go and raise my shoulders up a touch.

Christine rolls her eyes and whispers harshly in my ear, “Don’t do it like a shrug. The shoulders should raise, roll back, and lower, so you have a longer neckline.”

When I try to follow the instructions, she groans at the effort. “It’s got to look natural.”

“I have no idea what that means.”

“Just be confident,” she says.

While I worry about how to do that, she heads off to join Yvette, who’s sitting in a row of director’s chairs arranged near the center of the space.

Francois taps my arm and leads me to an X made from two strips of masking tape on the gray-painted floor. As I position myself on the mark under the bright lights, he brings out a palm-sized device and measures the light bouncing off my face, hair, and outfit.

After he studies the readings, he adjusts some of the metal stands that hold filters for the lower lighting.

While the minutes pass, I try to stay still. Beads of perspiration form on my brow and under my arms—some from the hot lighting and an equal part from my own nervousness.

Finally, Francois says, “Just need to set up these bounce boards for ambient light, and we’ll begin.”

While he fiddles with shiny white rectangles, Pierre sits in the back, smoking, which reinforces my notion that this extra helper is a control parameter to see if my disguise works in person.

Judging by his lingering glances, I’ve passed the test with flying colors, which makes me more uncomfortable than anything else. I imagine how revolting it would be to fool around with someone whose breath smelled of cigarettes and alcohol.

Someone cleaner and more stylish like Francois would be so much more appealing.

The stray desire is more than a bit disturbing—I’ve never thought of men at all in that way. I raise my hand to brush back some hair, wondering how much of Christine’s painstaking preparation has sunk into my psyche.

“Watch the makeup,” she calls out.

While I frown, struggling to rid myself of the notion, Francois heads to a counter holding black cases filled with photography equipment, where he selects an expensive-looking camera along with a matching lens. He returns to stand ten feet from me and sends a warm smile. “Are you ready?”

I can’t figure out a reason not to be, so I bob my head.

With deliberate motions and a wry grin, Francois pulls off the lens cap and puts it in his shirt pocket—exactly as he did in the seminar.

As I scrunch my lips, unsure of the meaning behind the gesture, my gaze roves to Christine, who stares closely at me, her gray eyes radiating intensity, willing me…

To be what?

“Look toward the camera,” Francois says.

When I return my focus to him, he snaps off a few pictures. “Wonderful,” he says. “Smile a bit—this is fun.”

I push the corners of my lips higher.

The camera clicks a few more times before he stops. “Let’s see the test images,” he says, heading back to the equipment counter.

Christine hustles over to join us.

Francois grabs the mouse and maximizes a photo editor. “Once taken, the pictures are downloaded to this laptop,” he explains like he did in the seminar. Thumbnails of me run down the side. Francois clicks on the first one, and my face fills the screen.

While I’m not an expert, I can tell that, while Samantha looks great, there’s something missing.

“You need to relax. Your nervousness is leaping off the screen,” Christine says in a tense tone.

“It’s only the initial round, and this takes a little time to get used to,” Francois says gently. He points to a couple of white areas and says, “These are a bit hot. Let me switch up some of the lighting.”

He heads back to the setup, calling Pierre over. While he moves the bounce boards away from the mark, Pierre climbs back up the ladder and places a filter over one of the overhead lights.

“You look beautiful,” Christine says, trying to bolster my confidence. “Just picture yourself that way on the inside, and everything will flow out naturally.”

I nod while thinking, “Easier said than done.”

Francois returns and grabs the camera. “Shall we continue?”

A sinking sensation pulls on my stomach as I walk back with him, struggling to figure out how to relax and be natural.

When I stand on the mark, he raises the camera.

All eyes bore into me, and my mind wanders from the attention.

“Stay focused,” Christine calls.

“Just look here with those beautiful eyes,” Francois says, pointing at the lens.

I force my gaze to him, and he takes more pictures, mumbling things like “Wonderful” and “Marvelous.” I ignore the platitudes, instead tensing from the discomfort of the coffee biting at my insides.

After a minute, he says, “Great. Can you try adjusting your positioning?”

I shift my angle.

“A little less. Small gestures.”

“He means like your hands or fingers or arms,” Christine adds.

More self-conscious about the placement of my fingers, arms, hands, and even toes, I try tiny shifts, struggling not to frown.

An itch burrows into my cheek, and I struggle not to scratch.

Then heat washes over my face.

Still trying to pose, I blink from the discomfort. The makeup feels too heavy, and the lights too hot and bright.

Francois stops and smiles. In a nice tone, he says, “No signs like okay or circling your thumb and finger or thumbs up or anything.”

Unaware that I was doing any overt gestures, I force my fingers apart.

“And don’t keep them so rigid,” Christine says.

“It’s just nerves,” Francois says to her. He looks at me. “Don’t worry, you’re great and you’ll get the hang of this.”

Not believing, I tug at a bra strap, digging into my shoulder, then shift my arm, irritated by the slipperiness of the sweat dripping down my bare armpits. The more I focus on relaxing, the less relaxed I am.

The acidity of the coffee bites my stomach, and I clench my abdomen, feeling anything but comfortable.

Francois gestures to Yvette, who hustles over to me. “You’ve got a little shine, let me fix it,” she says, dabbing at my face with a powder pad, drying out beads of perspiration.

“Is my sweating a problem for the makeup?” I ask.

Yvette smiles. “It’s always hot under the lights, so don’t worry.”

I glance at the waiting others, struggling not to wilt under the weight of their stares.

I’ve never been this much the center of attention, and I’m starting to believe I’ll never get used to it.

My anxieties touch my bladder.

I raise my hand to Christine.

When she comes over, I whisper, “I have to go to the bathroom.”

“What? Now?” she asks. The second question carries the undertone of why couldn’t you do this during the hours of prep time.

“Perhaps a break would be good,” Francois says, walking over.

Christine blows out a breath. “Okay, take five.” She shifts, so she’s facing away from Pierre, and points toward the entrance. “There’s a toilet behind that door. And remember who you are, so make sure to sit while you’re peeing.”

I give a rushed nod and hurry off, struggling not to stumble over my heels. When I reach the doorway, I plow into a narrow half-bathroom with just a toilet, wavy accent mirror, and short rectangular sink. I slam the door and flick on the light switch.

A frosty yellow dome in the ceiling brightens, sending a dim glow over the confines.

I take some deep breaths of stale air, happy with the quiet and happier to be away from the bright lights and even brighter scrutiny. After a few moments, I sit on the toilet, obeying Christine’s instructions, and with a little lifting of my rear and pushing, get my panties down to my thighs.

Any sexy feeling from the silky material is long gone.

With deep pushes, I try to empty my bladder, wondering how much my sleepless nights and the force of Christine’s personality have contributed to this horrific decision to model as a female.

A knock comes on the door. “Are you okay in there?” Yvette asks.

“Yes,” I say, remembering not to speak too loud in case Pierre is lurking. “I’ll be right out.”

I finish and grab some toilet paper. After patting myself dry, I stand and yank the panties back into place. As I wash my hands, I fight the urge to splash water over my face, imagining the bodily harm Christine would do to me if I ruin my makeup.

When I get back to my spot under the glare, nothing is different. If anything, it’s worse than before with more pressure on me to perform. Francois sends a kind stare, trying to put me at ease, while Christine paces—tense and nervous—in front of the row of chairs. Behind her, Yvette sits with a blank expression, ready to remove more shine from my face, while Pierre takes a drag of his cigarette and leers, his eyes roving up my legs to the junction of my thighs.

It’s not something I need in the middle of remembering where to place my hands and express a carefree attitude.

The next round of picture-taking starts, and Francois clicks away, giving instructions and mumbling more platitudes.

As I struggle to act natural and follow directions, I battle an urge to pull at the floss running up my butt crack. My breaths shorten, and all I can focus on is the tightness of the push-up bra strangling my chest.

The weight of expectations comes crashing down, and my vision tunnels.

I sink to my knees, gasping for air.

While Francois and Yvette rush to me, asking if everything is alright, Christine lets out a groan of exasperation.
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With a hand up and waving, I try to tell everyone I’m okay—that this is just one of those mild, debilitating panic attacks I happen to get.

Francois pulls Christine to the side, and while I gather my breath, they exchange heated whispers.

When I finally struggle upright, Yvette hands me a bottle of water. As I take a gulp, Francois claps for attention and says, “We’re going to move to a cozier shoot, so we’re wrapping Pierre and Yvette, and of course, you’ll receive your full day’s worth of pay.”

“Are you sure?” Yvette asks.

Christine steps forward. “Francois will handle any setup we need, and I’ll handle the makeup. So, if you’ll follow me, I’ll get you your checks.”

As Christine leads the pair away, Francois drags over a director’s chair. “Please sit.”

I push myself up and plop onto the canvas seating. While I sip on the water, Francois pulls up another chair and sits next to me.

“What are we going to do now?” I ask.

“Something simpler and more intimate,” he replies.

“I’m terrible, aren’t I?”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” he says with a chuckle. “Everyone gets nervous.”

“Not like this.”

His lips widen into a sheepish smile. “I’ll tell you a story that must remain secret between us.”

“Okay.”

“You must never breathe a word of this to another soul, promise?”

“I promise,” I say, wondering what could be so bad.

“The first time I was shooting someone as beautiful as you—I forgot to remove the lens cap and took a hundred perfectly black photographs. The model was so angry she stormed off the set.”

It’s hard to imagine Francois being nervous about anything, and I reply, “No, that can’t be true. You have to be lying.”

He laughs. “Yes, only in that there is no model as beautiful as you. But the cap was on. Oh, and she didn’t storm off. As a matter of fact, she took it rather well.”

I arch an eyebrow, rather dubious about the tale, which sounds like a bad photography cliché.

He spreads his hands and says, “Truly. Everything I just said is what happened.”

Christine returns. “It’s true. He’s told me this story before, and I know who the model is. She’s super sweet but not quite as pretty as you.”

Francois pats the lens cap in his shirt pocket. “That’s why I always make sure this is here before I start shooting.”

I chuckle, letting a sliver of confidence roam into my thoughts. I turn to Francois. “So how secret is this story?”

“Not very,” he replies, smirking. “Christine tells everyone.”

She slaps him playfully. It’s weird seeing her so personable. “Amber tells everyone.”

“Amber?”

“The model is Amber McPherson.”

An image of a tall strawberry blonde with an athletic body enters my head. “The one they discovered on a volleyball court?”

Christine nods. “The very same, and the one who turned down five Division I scholarships to come to Paris.”

“She’s gorgeous,” I say to Francois.

“I never said she wasn’t,” he replies with a grin, “but she isn’t as beautiful as you.”

While I mull over the words, Christine says, “Shall we move on?”

Francois gazes at me. “Are you okay to continue?”

I down the rest of the water and nod.
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More relaxed, I trail after Francois and Christine as they carry equipment to the front of the house. Francois sets his cases on the dining room table and leads me into the living room, where the country style of the cozy confines provides a far more intimate setting than the impersonal, giant space of the studio.

He drags an oak, high-backed chair near the windows and draws the drapes. A nice beige from the late-morning sun seeps through the thin material. “A bit more homey, no?” he asks, patting the plump cushion for me to take a seat.

I nod, and after I sit in front of him, he pulls out his light meter and takes readings.

Christine sets the laptop on a rustic-looking cabinet near the hallway entrance. She turns to me and says, “Okay, since it’s just the three of us, feel free to speak if you need to.”

“Thanks,” I reply in a higher pitch than I normally would.

Francois finishes and heads over to the photographic equipment sitting on the dining room table across the way. He selects a shorter lens than before and returns with the same camera.

When I glance at him, he does the familiar gesture with the lens cap and snaps off a few test shots. After checking the camera display, he adjusts a setting and steps to my side.

“Look at the doorway,” he says.

Puzzled, I obey the instruction.

The camera snaps as he dances around my peripheral vision.

“Just a few profile shots to get warmed up.”

“Am I positioned okay?”

“Yes, don’t worry. Enjoy yourself.”

I take a deep breath and try to do just that.

“Now imagine the happiest time of your life,” he says.

There aren’t many moments like that, but I keep my eyes on the doorway and think of my eighth birthday party.

“That’s a wonderful expression. Just marvelous.”

I ignore the compliments and try to remember another time when I was truly happy. Without the pressure of staring at the lens, I discover I can let my imagination run. My lips rise into a smile.

“Now picture a sad moment.”

The command is much easier. I remember sitting in the hospital with my dying mother.

My eyes moisten.

“Wonderful. You’re an excellent subject,” he says. “How are you doing?”

The question surprises me. “Um, good, I guess. This is comfortable just sitting here. How about you?”

“I’m taking pictures of a beautiful girl. I’m better than good.”

I smirk at the flirty comment.

“Very pretty.” He snaps another picture and then shows me the camera display.

This image looks so much more natural than those we took in the studio.

“Not bad, no?”

“No, not bad at all,” I agree.

Christine steps over and takes a peek.

Before I can worry about her reaction, Francois says, “So, tell me a funny story about yourself.”

A little surprised, I reply, “There’s not really much to say.”

“Surely, you’ve done one humorous thing in your life?”

“Maybe.”

He gives a smile that I can’t say no to.

“Well,” I begin. “When I was ten, my mother once had a real dick for a boyfriend. He used drugs and was stealing money from her. I was reading this book of revenge, so I put dye in a shower head when she was off at one of her jobs.” I giggle at the remembrance. “So he went in and came out blue.”

“He must have been pissed,” Christine says.

“Yeah, he beat the hell out of me. Actually, spanked my butt till it was raw.” I raise a finger to the scar on my lip without making contact with the makeup. “That’s where I got this.”

“Didn’t you say you got that from dodgeball?”

I shrug. “I guess I did. It’s not something that’s so easy to share.”

“I’m sorry,” Francois says.

A genuine smile crosses my face. “Don’t be. When my mother came home, she kicked him out, so in the end, it was better for both of us. Even though those times were tough.”

“There, just like that.” Francois kneels in front of me and raises the camera. “Keep that thought in your head.”

As I lose myself in the memory, he snaps off a barrage of photos, saying, “Stay in the moment.”

After a minute, he rushes to the laptop. “I think we got it.”

“What?” Christine asks, stepping to him. When she glances over his shoulder, she says, “Oh, yes, I see it.”

“What?”

Christine waves me over and Francois steps aside to give me a view of the screen.

The shots are of me from the waist up. Or at least they’re of Samantha Jacobs, and they are mesmerizing.

“Like the Mona Lisa,” Christine says from behind me.

“Huh,” I reply, turning to her.

“Da Vinci was really clever and knew how human sight works,” she explains. “When he painted the Mona Lisa, he made it so that if you’re looking at her eyes, she’s smiling, but if you’re looking at her lips, she’s not.”

I give her a blank stare.

“You see,” she says, brushing aside some stray hairs, “your peripheral vision works differently than your focal vision. The peripheral vision catches movement and shadows, so when you stare at her eyes, you catch the shadow and shape of her cheeks, which gives an upturn to the corner of her lips—a smile. But if you look straight at the lips, you see it for what it is, and she’s not smiling.”

“Oh,” I say, catching on.

“You have really expressive eyes and somehow they go perfectly with the outline of your face and the shadows on your cheeks. It’s like the Mona Lisa. When I stare at your face, I see vulnerability, but when I focus on your eyes, you’re radiating strength. If I look just right, I can sense you smiling or on the verge of tears.”

“It’s beguiling,” Francois says, impressed.

“I’m sure it’s just the lighting and the photographer,” I reply.

Francois laughs. “I have talent but not that much. I’m shocked you haven’t done this before.”

Christine nods. “Yeah, this is tremendous stuff.”

Francois sends a subtle glance of approval to Christine. She tightens her lips into a smirk, acknowledging that simplifying the shoot and moving into the living room was a good idea.

Buoyed by newfound confidence, I head back for more pictures, and with Francois’s kindness and coaxing, I fall into the role of Samantha Jacobs—model.

I try different poses and give playful smiles as he clicks away, using up a sizable amount of digital memory.

During quiet moments when we reset, I study his confident posture and let my gaze stay on his chest, wondering if the muscle definition is from pushups or if he lifts weights.

He notices my stare with a crooked smirk.

Quickly, I turn to the side, hoping Samantha isn’t getting a little crush on her photographer. Then I decide that it’s more from his warm attitude in contrast to Christine’s, who—although more relaxed—still exudes an executive-power-broker type of coldness.

Francois breaks the routine by bringing me over to the laptop and showing me stunning pictures of different models. For each, he asks, “Can you sense what she’s feeling?”

When I nod, we head back and take more pictures with me playing a chameleon to mimic the attitude of the charismatic women.

Around one, Christine says, “Take five.”

While she heads into the studio, I blow out a breath and sink onto the couch. Although I’ve had a much better time with this part of the shoot, it’s still tough—at least for me.

Francois pours me a large glass of Evian, which I gulp down. Modeling is thirsty work.

Christine returns with a new outfit. “Let’s try a wardrobe change into something sexier.”

“Sure,” I say, kowtowing to the notion that whoever controls the purse strings is the boss, after all.

She hands me a lower-cut blouse that exposes a strip of my abdomen and a skirt that’s about three inches shorter than the one I’m wearing.

“Do you want to go into the back?” she asks.

I shake my head, preferring not to leave and break the mood. Besides, she’s already seen everything up close, and Francois is a guy.

While Francois and Christine discuss new types of shots, I walk into the kitchen and step behind a sturdy oak table. In a bout of shyness, I turn away and unbutton my blouse. When I unwrap my skirt and put it on the square tabletop, I see, from my peripheral vision, Francois’s gaze center on me and flick down my body. I forgot that with the floss backing of the thong panties, I’m basically naked from the backside.

However, instead of being uncomfortable with the situation, a warmth bubbles through my chest.

I spend a moment as if I’m trying to figure out the clasps on the garment. Finally, when he turns away to speak with Christine, I quickly don the new outfit and return to their company, pretending to be unaware of his attention.

From there, Francois takes more pictures, and I do more poses—standing next to the kitchen table or window and sitting on the chair or couch.

Although Christine occasionally freshens up my makeup or makes suggestions, things run smoothly, and as the camera flashes, I find myself caring less and less and falling into the persona of Samantha Jacobs—both to my fear and excitement.
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Francois snaps the picture and sends Christine a satisfied smirk. She bobs her head in approval and says, “That’s a wrap.”

I blow out a breath from the couch next to the front windows, glad they’re pleased with the results of the day. With the pressure off, I relax my posture and sink into the cushion, relieved to have survived the ordeal.

Francois marches to the dining room and puts the lens and camera back into their cases while Christine goes to the laptop on the cabinet and examines the downloaded pictures.

With the need to be feminine fading, I tug at the snug strap digging into my shoulder. An antsy feeling crawls into me, and suddenly, I want to get rid of the constricting, padded cups of the push-up bra strangling my chest. In my slouched position, the thong string is now riding high up my butt, and I resist the urge to reach underneath to pull it down. The rest of me is just as uncomfortable. Despite the antiperspirant, my smooth armpits are slippery with perspiration, while the heat building from the hair extensions draped over my nape and the stockings clad over my legs isn’t helping either.

“Christine?” I ask with impatience.

“Yes?” she replies, concentrating on the screen.

I fight an urge to scratch an itch under my eye. “Can we get me back to my normal look?”

She clicks the mouse to scroll to the next image and holds up a finger. “In a minute. Just let me finish checking the pictures.”

Francois steps back into the room. “Why are you in such a hurry to destroy such beauty?”

The statement is said in such an earnest fashion that I respond with a shy smile; Samantha is more than happy to do his bidding.

Christine sends me an appreciative nod. “Yes, you do look great, and these pictures are better than I expected.”

Francois gives a loud clap. “Christine, perhaps you should let her keep the outfit?”

The use of the pronoun isn’t lost on me, and I stammer, “That’s not necessary.”

Christine’s eyes wander, and I can see the wheels grinding in her head. A moment later, her focus settles on me, and she says, “That’s a great idea.”

“I’m good, really,” I say, pondering her motivations.

“Who knows? You might get the urge to look this amazing again.”

I sense myself on the wrong side of another discussion with her and follow the path of least resistance. “Thanks,” I utter, sighing.

Christine’s phone rings. She checks the number and hustles toward the studio for a private conversation.

Francois sits next to me with a smug expression. “Today was a very good day.”

I cross my legs and set my hands in my lap, holding back a smile from his nearness. “Given where things started off, I’m just glad everything came out okay.”

“Better than okay.”

Before I can reply, Christine charges down the hallway with her handbag. “I’ve got to head out.”

“Wait,” I say, panicked, helplessly waving my hands down my body. “It’s just that I’m not used to wearing all this, and I’d like to get it off.”

“There’s an errand I have to run, so I’ll get you cleaned up as soon as I get back. Until then, just hang out here with Francois.”

After the door slams, Francois says, “She’s a busy person, and she’s got a lot on her mind.”

“I guess,” I reply with a shrug. A second passes before I accept that, discomfort aside, this situation isn’t the worst thing in the world. Although I don’t want to admit it, deep inside, I’m overjoyed to remain as Samantha Jacobs for a little longer—especially given my current company.

“Time for some refreshment,” he says and heads into the kitchen. For the next minute, he opens and closes cabinets before poking his head into the refrigerator and pulling out a few items.

He returns and sets a large tray on the coffee table in front of me. “Voila, please eat.”

Suddenly starving because I’ve only had the single cup of coffee since I woke up, I stare at the veritable feast of cold cuts, soft and hard cheeses, colorful Pâtés, and bread. The selection is simple, yet undeniably high class—and way beyond anything my student budget has allowed for all summer.

“Help yourself,” he says, going back into the kitchen.

I don’t need another invite and, letting my hunger dictate my needs, load a small plate with cheeses, spreads, and slices of French bread. Then I set it at the edge of the table and munch away.

He returns with a bottle of red burgundy and pours two glasses. After handing me one, he sits on the couch with the other.

I shrug and take a sip; this is France and people drink wine at every meal. The only reason I haven’t been doing the same is the emptiness of my checking account and my dislike of the taste of cheap wine—which this certainly isn’t.

When I open my mouth to take a giant bite of foie gras smeared over a hunk of bread, a quizzical glance from Francois stops me.

Now self-conscious, I nibble off a portion that’s more suited for my attire and chew with dainty movements.

Francois smiles, sending me an appraising gaze.

I twist toward him, crossing my ankles and bringing my thighs together, happy for his closeness and wanting him to view me as completely feminine. The thought surprises me, and I turn away.

When his eyes linger, I search over my body, nervous to find what aspect of my appearance isn’t presenting the image of one Samantha Jacobs. Finally, I ask, “What’s wrong?”

“I’m surprised everything worked as well as it did.”

I nod, remembering the dubious glance he sent Christine when I was in the makeup room.

“So, truthfully, was that your first time in front of a camera?”

“Just snapshots with friends, you know, instant pictures,” I reply, shrugging.

“Well,” he says, “I hope you enjoyed the experience.”

I purse my lips. “Surprisingly, yes. Once I got used to the whole setup and the number of pictures.”

“Most of what we did would have been fine or better than that for a regular session, but Christine required something more.”

“That’s why there was so much lighting at the beginning and having Pierre running around?”

He leans back and sips his wine, composing a reply.

I do the same as I wait him out.

Finally, he says, “You are a very lovely subject, and she got what she needed.”

“How was I really?” I ask, thinking that the one great set of pictures was more happenstance than any talent I have.

His expression turns serious. “For a first time, fantastic. And how do you say it? Rome wasn’t built in a day, so there is much for you to learn.”

“Like?”

“About how to pose, knowing where the lights are, being able to have an attitude at will. Being…” He pauses, searching for the right word, then says, “Consistent.”

I sigh.

He smiles. “These things come with effort and practice. Besides, you have the things that cannot be taught.”

“Do you think?” I reply, running my hand down one of the long hair extensions.

“I know,” he says in a sincere voice.

More than a bit self-conscious, I say to change the topic, “I’m glad for Christine’s sake. She’s put a lot into this.”

“She has a lot at stake.”

“I thought she was going to rip my head off in the studio.”

That brings a grin to his face. “Christine Sinclair is intense, but a good person with a good head on her shoulders. Don’t judge her by today.”

“Her family is putting her under a ton of pressure, I guess.”

He nods and throws his hands up in a gesture that says he’s not delving any deeper into this topic. “Just accept that it was an excellent day for everyone.”

I lean back, following his lead to drop the subject.

“And I’m glad for your company now,” he adds.

Warmth for his patience and kind personality during the shoot bubble in me. I impulsively reach out and touch his collar, straightening it. “Thanks for everything you did today. I’m sure I couldn’t have done anything so good without you.”

Our gazes lock, and my discomfort with my get-up melts. The constricting nature of the bra, the strip of floss riding up my butt crack, the sheer floral stockings clad tightly over my legs, and the itches I can’t scratch on my face don’t matter anymore. In fact, everything I’ve gone through today is worth it.

Samantha really does like this man.

While I offer a shy grin, he twists, bringing his leg up to rest on the cushion between us. As he settles into the new position, his knee brushes against me, pushing my skirt up past the top of my stocking.

When I don’t make a move to cover the bare skin, Francois tugs the hem back down. His fingers give a light pat on my leg before pulling away.

A wave of anticipation flutters in my stomach, and my hand falls onto his thigh.

My heart thumps—threatening to smash my ribcage—as I wait for him to shift from my touch.

When he doesn’t, my fingers hesitantly trace down the silky material of his trousers to his knee, and then emboldened, I move them back up again, pushing my fingertips forward enough to ride along the inside of his thigh.

Desire fills his deep brown eyes, and he sets his wine glass on the coffee table.

Keeping my gaze on his, I do the same with mine.

“You are truly beautiful,” he says.

“Thanks,” I reply, suddenly shy. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

“Non. Models are pretty—you’re special.”

“I doubt that.”

He touches my blouse, and his fingers trace a line higher, straightening out a few wrinkles.

When I stay motionless, he brushes some loose strands from my cheek and slowly leans in.

Petrified and curious, I hold my breath, waiting for what’s next.

A second later, his lips press against mine.
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My eyes widen. Part of me wants to flee, but part of me wants to explore. The two sides war, and I do nothing.

The kiss lasts for a second, and he slowly pulls away.

I stare blankly.

“Was that not to your liking?” he asks.

I blink, trying to figure out what I’m feeling.

It wasn’t awful.

“I’m not sure,” I reply. A moment later, I steady my nerves and say, “I think that if you tried again, I could decide better if I liked it or not…”

He gives a faint smile and pushes closer. This time, when his lips touch mine, tingles run down my body and a spark of desire rises inside me.

Just as he’s about to pull away, I push forward, kissing back, letting Samantha’s baser instincts for the handsome photographer take over.

He returns the gesture, twisting to get closer.

Tentatively, I tilt my head to match his movements, allowing our mouths to crush together.

The tip of his tongue pushes between my lips, and shivers rush down my spine.

Although not practiced at making out, I push my tongue to meet him. Passion spills into the moment as we duel back and forth, tasting each other.

When he pulls back, I exhale, breathless and flushed.

His eyes twinkle as he runs his fingers down my cheek. “Was that more to your liking?”

Excitement bubbles into my thoughts, and I nod in anticipation.

This time, when he initiates another smooch, I meet him halfway, letting him lead the pressing of lips and moist dancing of tongues.

I’m not sure how long the intimacy lasts. It might be a minute or an hour. Then his hands wander down my backside to caress my bottom and thighs.

Heat pours into my lower half, and my cock springs to life.

A little embarrassed by the reaction, I respond to my desires by trailing my fingers down his chest and circling them over his abdomen.

Warmth flows up from his privates, and I brush my palm over the top of his pants. To my shock, he’s already excited.

A sexy rush comes over me from discovering that I have this type of power over such an amazing man.

His hand grips mine, and he brings me back to his erection.

Curving my fingers, I rub up and down his crotch, exploring the firm shape beneath the fabric.

After a minute, he lifts my hand to his belt.

I fumble with the clasp, finally undoing it a few moments later. Quickly, I unbutton his trousers and pull down the zipper.

Without prodding, I reach inside his underwear, rubbing the throbbing rod, enjoying the heat flowing into my fingers, intoxicated with the sensations.

He leans in and shoves his tongue deep into my mouth, catching me by surprise. I close my eyes, trying to respond while keeping his cock entertained.

I have no experience with this type of stuff, and I wonder what’s next.

Fortunately, he knows what he wants. He pulls back and stands.

Surrounded by neatly trimmed pubic hair, his erection sticks out in front of my face. It’s curved and almost seven inches, more than an inch bigger than mine, and beautiful. I keep my hand on it, squeezing gently. I’ve pleasured myself before, so I do the same movements to him that bring me over the edge.

As he lets out a moan of appreciation, I wonder what I should do next—like maybe take it in my mouth? Even though I’m inexperienced and don’t want to embarrass myself, I stare at the tip, licking my lips.

His fingers pinch my chin and guide my gaze to his. “Would you like to go further?” he asks.

Uncertain of how far my desires extend, I nod, wanting to please him.

He takes my hand, and I stand. He leads me to the square kitchen table and brushes aside the folded clothing of my first outfit.

After a long kiss, he turns me around and bends me over. “Things will be easier like this,” he explains.

Obediently, I place my palms on the oak tabletop.

His hands rise under the hem of my short skirt and brush against the insides of my thighs.

I make my stance more accommodating, widening my feet on the floor and resting forward on my elbows.

A second later, fabric rustles as my skirt is flipped onto my back.

Cool air brushes over my bottom, and I hold my breath, happy that Christine wouldn’t let me just go halfway to be feminine. I’d hate for anything to ruin this intimate moment.

He caresses my bare buttocks and slides my panties down to my thighs.

I take deep breaths, steadying my nerves from being so exposed and vulnerable in this position.

He traces his finger down the crease of my ass and says, “Wait a moment.”

As he walks away, I stay motionless, letting my anticipation run rampant.

A pop sounds, and he places an open jar on the edge of the table.

Cool fingers, wet with some type of cream, rub over my opening.

I tense before he presses forward, forcing me against the table.

As my heart pounds, a fingertip pushes past my anus.

I gasp at the invasion, grabbing at the edges of the table and almost knocking the jar to the floor.

“Relax,” he says, pushing the finger all the way in and pressing his other knuckles against my bottom.

A low moan leaves my lips as a wave of pleasure spreads through my being.

Then he moves it in and out.

Trembles of joy ride throughout my torso, and I let out a squeal as my cock throbs, pinned between my body and the tabletop.

Soon, the incredible sensations overwhelm the last of my inhibitions, and I writhe, pulling forward and shoving backward to meet each of his thrusts. I’m too excited to be embarrassed, too lost in the moment to want anything but this to continue.

Another finger joins the first, widening me, getting my insides slick and ready for⁠—

The thought jolts me out of the bliss, and I balance on the razor’s edge, leaving the choice up to him.

He’s already made it. His fingers withdraw, and something larger and warmer presses against my opening.

Like with the first kiss, I wait, not willing to show my desire, but afraid to take the final step.

As he rubs his tip up and down, getting himself slick, an involuntary moan rushes past my lips.

He takes that as a sign and pushes.

As the head slips inside, a grunt escapes from my mouth, and I grimace. The fresh intrusion is more painful than the fingers.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

“Yes, keep going,” I answer between short breaths, ignoring the pain.

Gently, he leans forward, making his way further into me. The discomfort fades as my passage expands to accommodate his girth. After another few thrusts, the hairs of his trimmed crotch touch my bare bottom.

He pauses and asks, “Do you want me to stop?”

I shake my head.

In for a penny, in for a pound.

He pulls back, leaving only the head just inside my entrance, and stays still long enough for the fullness to subside. Then he pushes back in. Since I’m already stretched out, only pleasure erupts from the motion.

“Oh, yes,” I cry, leaning into my feminine side.

Encouraged, he pumps into me, with each thrust sending waves of ecstasy up my body and each wave sending pre-cum dripping from my rock-hard cock.

This is awesome.

The thought startles me, but I go with the moment, wrapping myself in the idea of pleasing my lover.

His hands grip my thighs, squeezing tight, as he shoves harder, shortening his movements.

After another minute, he asks politely, “May I orgasm inside you?”

With zero experience in these matters and lost in the jolts rushing up my spine, I can only nod.

His breaths shorten as he plows away, knocking me against the table. Soon, his cock stiffens, and he forces himself deep into me. A moan erupts from his mouth, and hot fluid spurts into my insides, filling me up and leaking past my entrance.

Satisfied and spent, I collapse onto the tabletop with his still throbbing organ buried inside me. Even though I haven’t had an orgasm, my excitement has moistened everything down there, and I smile with contentment.

He leans onto my back, his face inches from mine. Warm breaths pour over my nape, and he nibbles on my earlobe.

A pleasurable minute passes before he says, “That was magnifique. Your first time?”

I spend a moment gathering my breath, coming down from the high of sex—more fulfilled than I’ve ever been at any time in my life.

“Yes,” I reply. Then, I add, “With anyone—man or woman.”

He kisses me on the cheek as I wonder about my own identity.
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Still basking in the afterglow of losing my virginity, I clean up in the half-bath and then sit on the couch next to Francois. From there, idle chatter and a shy smile lead to a touch on the back of my hand. A caress on the inside of my thigh becomes a cuddle, and then our lips press together. Longer, more passionate kisses follow and our desires reignite.

Instead of returning to the kitchen table, Francois pursues his immediate needs and pushes me back onto the plush cushions.

Happy to comply, I scoot backward and lean my head on the armrest.

He positions himself between my legs and guides my knees higher with a firm but gentle touch.

I take the hint and pull my thighs up with my hands, arching my bottom to present myself to him.

He leans forward and plants his lips on mine.

As our tongues swirl, his fingers move the thin string of my thong to the side and gently rub around my opening.

A moan leaks from my mouth.

I’m still lubricated from the first session, and he adjusts his position, brushing the head of his erection to find the right spot. The sensation sends shivers running up my body.

While I wait breathlessly in anticipation, he spends a few seconds adjusting his angle.

When he pushes, I welcome the fresh entry with a groan of sheer pleasure.

With my passage expanded from before, he slides half his length inside before pausing.

As my breaths shorten, he asks, worried, “Are you okay?”

I nod, understanding that—given what happened twice before—he might think I’m having another panic attack. Between gasps, I utter, “Keep going. This is wonderful.”

He doesn’t need any more prodding and sinks deep into me, only stopping when his balls rest snugly against my bottom.

While I steady my breathing, he stays still, gazing into my eyes and letting me adjust to the fullness.

Unlike before, this time, I get a full view of the bliss plastered on his face. I tremble; that expression is all coming from his being inside me.

Everything feels so good and so right.

“Please, Francois,” I beg.

Ever so slowly, he pulls back, and then he shoves back in. His short and measured in-and-out motions send waves of ecstasy through my lower half.

This position is way more confined than being bent over the kitchen table, and the sensations are far more desperate and intense. Our breaths intermingle while musky scents fill my nose. The heat from his body flows right into me, and perspiration seeps over my skin.

Instead of making me uncomfortable, the slickness only makes everything that much sexier.

As he pounds away, my breaths come in pants and my cock hardens.

His motions become more urgent, and my ass gets slammed into the cushions.

To help him reach the brink, I bend my legs and wrap my ankles behind his rear, pulling in with each of his thrusts.

Soon, my arousal reaches new heights, and blackness forms around the edge of my vision. My eyes roll up as my excitement hits the level where, if I just touch myself down there, I’m going to explode.

An orgasm builds from my prostate, spreading shivers through my muscles.

I shudder on the brink of euphoria, my cock aching to blast ropes of cum everywhere. Just a little more and⁠—

There’s a click, and I tilt my head back, surprised.

In my inverted view, an upside-down Christine Sinclair towers over me, standing just inside the entryway, her shocked stare taking in the scene.

My erection dies as the heat from my loins rushes straight into my cheeks in a giant flush of embarrassment.

“Um…, I…” I offer, waiting for my mind to conjure up something to explain the odd situation.

Her eyes make a couple of slow blinks before she composes her thoughts enough to say, “Well, Samantha, all things considered, your makeup held up fairly well. Yvette must have used kissproof lipstick too.” After a moment, she adds, “I think I’ll have your outfit dry-cleaned before I send it to you.”

Still sunk deep inside me and still plenty erect, Francois lifts his shoulders in a giant shrug and says, using the proper French pronunciation, “Paris.”

She nods and replies in a knowing voice, “That it is.”

I open my mouth to ask what they’re talking about, but Francois puts his finger over my lips to shush me.

“I’ll give you two a little privacy,” Christine says, walking away.

He says to her, “We should be finished soon.”

“Oh, take your time.” She lowers her gaze to me. “When you’re done, Samantha, come to the dressing room.” Her lips tighten. “No, make that the bathroom, and we’ll do the cleanup there.”

When she disappears down the hallway, Francois starts banging me again.

I respond to each of his movements and passionate kisses as best I can, trying to get back into the mood. While my embarrassment fades with each thrust, my cock stays soft.

He moans my feminine name, his breaths hurried, his body heat radiating into me.

I pull my arms around him, helping him to finish.

He smothers me with a long kiss and shoves his tongue into my mouth.

I push back with my own, moving my hands behind his head and running my fingers through his hair.

His cock stiffens, and he arches, shoving himself as far inside me as he can go. Hot spurts blast into my passage as I enjoy the view, watching him close his eyes and lose himself in ecstasy. His body gives a final shudder, and he screams with pleasure before collapsing onto my chest.

While he struggles to recover, I take deep breaths, letting a wave of fulfillment wash through me. Even though I haven’t orgasmed, I’m thrilled to have pleased him for a second time.

Now all I have to do is deal with Christine.
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When Francois gathers enough strength to pull out of me, I straighten my outfit as best I can and go upstairs, trying to ignore my sore bottom as well as the fluid leaking down the insides and backs of my thighs.

Christine is standing outside the bathroom and ends a phone call when she sees me.

As I walk up, she sends an appraising stare and gestures me inside.

More than a little embarrassed, I step past without meeting her gaze.

After she enters and closes the door, she grabs Vaseline from the counter and smears it over my lips. “Let that sit there for a minute.”

As I touch my face, she opens a hamper. “You’d better get out of those things. Toss them in here.”

Given the day’s events, I strip in front of her. She’s seen everything and in more ways than one. I’m pretty sure that what was happening on the couch should be the most compromising position anyone could see me in.

While Christine’s fingers dance through my hair, unclipping the extensions, I pull off my blouse. When I unhook and take off the constricting bra, a sigh of relief leaves my lips. I rub the indents left by the straps, appreciating the price women pay for beauty.

Christine pulls off the last extension and returns the whole lot to their case.

I step out of my booties and roll the stockings down my legs. Then I untie the skirt and pull off my soiled panties, dropping them on the pile of worn clothing. After I dump everything into the hamper and close the lid, she starts removing my makeup and lipstick with makeup remover wipes.

Even though I stand completely naked before her, like in the morning, she goes about her business without her eyes wandering toward anything too private.

Part of me is tired and doesn’t care, but a sliver of my masculine persona wishes she would sneak a peek. A moment later, I chastise myself.

Why would such a pretty girl be interested in plain old Sam Jacob?

She tosses the used pile of wipes into the garbage under the sink and says, “Go ahead and shower.”

I step to the enclosure and turn on the faucet. When the water reaches the right temperature, I enter and close the glass door.

A fresh bar of regular, unfeminine soap is waiting in the soap dish.

I grab it and scrub away, cleansing myself of girly scents.

After spending a little extra time cleaning my bottom, I shut off the water and head outside.

Christine hands me another thick towel and points for me to sit on the edge of the tub. From there, she puts on nail polish remover by taping cotton balls over my fingernails and sets a timer.

Then we wait.

Finally, I can’t stand the silence anymore. “So, what happened with me and Francois… is that okay?”

“What?” she says, lost in thought. Apparently, her priorities differ from my own.

“Me and Francois?”

She shrugs, saying, “It’s Paris.”

Before I can clarify what that means, the timer rings, and she pulls the cotton balls off my fingers. As I wash my hands, she pats the neatly folded stack of my clothing from the morning. “Go ahead and put these back on. I’ll wait outside.”

Instead of dressing right away, I stare at the mirror for a minute, evaluating my normal, unassuming look. I sigh with resignation.

This is who I am.

My heart skips a beat.

How can I walk past Francois looking like this?

Christine knocks. “Are you done yet? I’ve got your check.”

I shift into gear and toss on my guy garments. Before going into the hallway, I run my hand through my now short hair, trying to make myself as presentable as possible.

Christine hands me the payment at the top of the stairs along with photocopies of the Work-For-Hire contract and NDA that have her signature next to mine. “That finishes the day. A car is waiting outside to take you home.”

As I put my foot on the staircase, she says, “Sam?”

I turn to her.

“Thanks.”

I nod. Then I suck down a deep breath and head downstairs, worried about seeing Francois again in my true form.

While I know what the “Walk of Shame” is, I never thought I’d have to do one myself, especially in front of the person I just lost my virginity with.

When I reach the living room, Francois gives me a friendly wave from the kitchen. I return a shy smile, hesitating. Then I think better of any further interaction to ruin the illusion of Samantha Jacobs and walk out the doorway.

My mind fills with confusion as I enter the waiting car.

[image: ]


With little fanfare, I return to my rundown apartment and shut the door. Happy the place is empty, I flop on the couch, still trying to sort out the aftermath of my first modeling session.

Did that all just happen?

The remote is on the coffee table, and I turn on the old TV and stare at the images flowing past.

Being back to unassuming, normal Sam Jacob should be a good thing.

I fold my bare arms, remembering the experience, and shiver. I’m not a virgin anymore—at least from the backside. To my confusion, warmth spreads through my lower half, and the muscles around my passage tighten. I close my eyes as blood flows into my loins, sinking into the memory.

Footsteps clomp down the hallway.

Startled, I charge into my bedroom and grab a sweatshirt and sweatpants. I hustle into the bathroom just as the front doorknob turns.

“Is that you, Sam?” Nate calls.

“Be out in a minute,” I holler and close the door.

“Did you do that modeling thing today?”

“Yeah,” I reply, yanking off my clothes while trying to avoid the puddle seeping from the toilet.

“How did it go?”

“I’ll tell you in a sec when I get out.”

He mumbles something as a reply, probably stuffing his face with some pastry.

I tug the sweatpants up and over my smooth legs, forcing back my excitement at the memory of Francois being inside me. Quickly, I pull the sweatshirt over my top and yank the cuffs past my wrists to make sure as much skin is covered as possible. The shaven backs of my hands can’t be helped, but I decide to chance that Nate won’t notice. After giving a quick rub to my hair, I step from the bathroom.

Nate walks over and gives me a fist bump, glancing at my outfit with a funny expression. “Are you sick?”

“Nah, just a little tired from standing in front of a camera all day.”

His gaze lingers for a moment longer on my body as he studies me.

I purse my lips, uncomfortable with the scrutiny.

“Any pretty girls there?” he finally asks.

“A couple.”

“Oh, cool. I wonder if they’re my type.”

The image of Christine scowling enters my head, and I blurt, “No.”

“Too bad, their loss,” he replies with a shrug. “So tell me more about what happened.”

“There’s not much to tell,” I say, remembering the NDA. “Lots of lights, and lots of pictures. It’s not all that interesting.”

“Bummer,” he says, stepping away, but then he turns back, centering his eyes on me.

“Is there something on my face?” I ask.

“Huh?”

I touch my cheek, terrified that Christine and I missed a spot of makeup. “Why are you staring at me?”

He blinks. “You look good. That’s all—you must be a model.”

I force a smile at the lame humor.

“Why don’t you come to the club with us tonight? Didn’t they pay you today?”

I shake my head. That money is going into my savings for the next semester. “Sorry, I’m a little exhausted. I’ve been up since four.”

Nate nods, accepting the excuse. He taps me playfully on the shoulder and lets his fingers slide down my arm.

I’m not sure how to feel about the caress-like touch. It’s one thing being intimate with Francois, but with a friend like Nate?

After he heads into the kitchen, looking for something to eat, I let out a soft sigh. I’m pretty sure that Nate doesn’t even realize what’s happening, and he’d crack up and go back to being normal again if I told him why.

But, there is that NDA.

I shift from discomfort. Sweat has beaded on my chest and made my bare armpits slippery again. I tug at my damp sweatshirt, annoyed by having to wear this outfit in the warm weather.

But everything I did today was worth it, I tell myself.

And hopefully, everything will turn back to normal and soon.
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Oddly enough, that night, I get my first good sleep through the storm of snores.

In the morning, Francois gives me a short thank-you call, boosting my confidence. I hadn’t considered this type of modeling as a career, but a sliver of me gets to thinking that posing as a female might not be that bad.

I make sure to wear long sleeves and long pants, and my other three roommates, who generally pay no attention to me, don’t notice anything different.

On the third day, Nate’s extra touchy-feeliness and lingering glances end when my peach fuzz returns, and he goes back to normal.

In a slow-motion sense, the same happens to me. The longer I stay as Sam, the more the glow of Samantha fades.

However, a thick, white apparel box—wrapped with a red bow—arrives from Christine that afternoon.

With budding anticipation, I wait for my roommates to head out to a nightclub, then I head into my bedroom with the package and barricade the rickety door. I sit on my ragged bed with the gift and carefully pull off the bow and unwrap the red-ribbon bindings. After a breath to steady my excitement, I remove the top.

Both of the outfits I wore lie pressed and cleaned as promised. I pull out each item and run my fingers over the clear plastic covering, remembering what it did for my appearance. The memories from the failures at the beginning of the shoot to my intimate moments with Francois rush through me. I wrap my arms around myself, a bundle of different feelings.

A white divider pokes out from under the shorter skirt. I pull it out to reveal a whole other compartment. Inside is an extra set of undergarments—pink panties, a matching bra, and satin red stockings—as well as the auburn hair extensions, some makeup, and the cute booties.

Everything I need to recreate Samantha Jacobs—sexy or demure.

My mind whirls from the image.

The magazine Nate bought with the model he saw at the nightclub lies on his bed, and I lean over, stretching, and grab it.

The cover girl is beautiful, and I trace a fingertip over the oval shape of her face.

Could this work? Could I actually be part of this world?

I did get Francois and from what I’ve seen, he’s quite the catch.

The good feeling lasts for a few seconds before reality intrudes: I’m nothing special, and this dream is most likely just a stupid fantasy.

I toss the magazine back onto Nate’s bed and groan from the doubts crawling into my thoughts. Sometimes, I hate being so wishy-washy.

The next morning, Christine calls and says that she’s sending over an offer sheet for me to do modeling full-time—rekindling my excitement. That is until the email arrives.

Under the curt wording of her offer to be my agent is a litany of attachments for lifestyle requirements.

With the pit of my stomach sinking, I open the first one. It’s a list of items for dieting to reduce testosterone and increase estrogen levels. I stare at the details with wide eyes. There’s also a strict calorie count of how much I’m allowed to consume daily.

The next one contains a set of dress codes for me to follow. Even at home, I need to stay feminine all the time. The attachment after has detailed instructions for preparing for the day. The titles of the remaining attachments cover all other aspects of femininity—including table manners, speaking, and posture. That doesn’t even get to how much yoga and Pilates I’d have to do to round my body into modeling shape.

The falling glass sounds registering in my imagination are my fantasies crashing down around me.

My confidence evaporates as my insecurities rise.

This is a serious profession with little to no leeway—especially for a guy competing against some of the most beautiful women in the world.

I sigh. The level of commitment is something I should have expected—because Christine doesn’t do things halfway.

In truth, having one man interested—even if he is super hot—is one thing. Getting a good chunk of the world to sway their opinion about what’s beautiful is an entirely different, harder endeavor.

And that’s what “Nudge the World” truly means. It’s not about a single morning and afternoon in front of a camera. It’s about living this lifestyle twenty-four-seven with no letup ever.

A single conclusion swells through my thoughts: I’m not this person.


Twelve
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Ihustle past the thinning traffic of a three-lane rotary and into the large sidewalk seating area of a fancy restaurant. For today’s meeting, I’ve dressed in my best shoes, pants, and shirt, although the quality is sorely lacking by Parisian standards.

From the far railing, Christine waves me over to a small table with a pretty view of the Seine.

The place is packed with people of all types taking advantage of the cool weather. After dodging past a hustling server and wending between happy eaters, I settle onto the seat across from her.

In a surprise, she’s more casually dressed than usual, wearing a short beige suit jacket and matching skirt. Her white top is stretchy and shows off the curves of her ample breasts.

“Have you ever been here before?” she asks.

I lift my gaze and shake my head. This eatery—like so many others in Paris—is way outside of my budget range.

She glances at her glass of red wine and light salad. “Get something then. This is on me.”

“I’m not hungry,” I reply.

Her eyes narrow, and she pushes a menu over the checkered-blue tablecloth. “I don’t want to eat alone.”

Shocked at the prices, I say, wanting to avoid a confrontation, “How about a coffee?”

She beckons to the server.

“Monsieur,” he says to me with a cursory glance of politeness, “what may I get for you?”

“A Ristretto Bianco,” I say, afraid to order something as simple as straight coffee.

“And bring him a mille-feuille too,” Christine adds, referencing what the English-speaking world would call a Napoleon.

After the man leaves, she says, “If you were here as your alter ego, he would have chatted longer.”

In the crowd of pretty girls around me, Christine is easily the prettiest, and I say, “I would think he would have tried with you then.”

“Oh, he did.”

“I’m surprised he had the nerve,” I reply, referring to her unapproachability.

She offers a genuine smile. “I’m not that much of an ogre.”

Since we’re referencing varying degrees of unpleasantness, I let the matter drop.

Her eyes wander to the scenery, and she says, “It’s perfect lighting right now.”

“What?”

“The lighter orange of sunset and sunrise is the best time to shoot outdoors.”

I glance toward the Seine and the nearby buildings. The city does have a nicer ambiance in the amber glows.

“As Samantha, you’d look really amazing in this light.”

I return my attention to what I need to get out. “About that⁠—”

She holds up a finger. “What you’re about to tell me is that you don’t feel comfortable with the idea. That what you want to do is go back to whatever college you’re attending to figure out whatever degree you want to major in, to do whatever bland job you can get when you graduate—if you can even find work above the minimum wage.”

A moment passes as I parse the last sentence. “Let’s just say that for me to do modeling full-time, as Samantha Jacobs, would be a real stretch.”

“But hustling for some sort of worthwhile employment, so you can pay off a gazillion dollars worth of student debt, will be a picnic?”

“You make it sound like that’s all going to be awful.”

“If you were going to enjoy working at something, then you’d already have picked a major that you have some passion for. Right now, you’re setting yourself up as a nine-to-fiver if you’re lucky.”

After picturing myself sitting behind a desk in a rumpled suit, kowtowing to an angry manager, I don’t bother answering.

“This,” she says, sweeping her hand over the gorgeous surroundings, “is what I’m offering you. A place where you can be someone, and have people appreciate you. You talked about always being poor. You don’t need to be.”

“My mother did the best she could.”

Her eyes soften, and she answers in a gentle tone, “I’m sure she did, and now you’re in a position to make sure that nobody ever needs to do that for you again.”

I bite my lip. Somehow, she’s managed to nail what I’m trying to avoid the most—being reliant on anyone. I decide to switch the topic and pull out my cellphone. A few seconds pass while I swipe to the downloaded images. “Can’t you find someone else?” I ask, handing her the device.

She glances at the display. “What am I looking at?”

“These are pictures of transgender women that I found on the Internet. You see, a bunch of them are pretty.”

Her shoulders roll in a giant sarcastic shrug. “Why am I looking at this?”

“Can’t one of them be your model?”

She drags in a deep breath, sending an icy stare through me.

I brace for a lecture that I’m sure will destroy the position I’ve just taken, even though I was only trying to make her life easier. Time slows as she gathers herself for the coming storm.

Instead of raising her voice, she points to a girl walking across the traffic rotary. “Is she pretty?”

The girl has shoulder-length light-brown hair and big round glasses. Her features are cute, and she’s wearing a stylish jacket and skirt, pulling off the nerdy, sexy look.

I’d date her in a heartbeat. “Very,” I reply, unsure of the direction this conversation is taking.

“What about the one at the corner table across the street?”

I glance past the sparse traffic and see a young lady with lustrous black hair, wearing ruby lipstick, who’s more beautiful than anyone I’d even dream of going out with. “Yes.”

“How many attractive women are sitting just in the patio of this restaurant?”

“A lot,” I say without bothering to look. It’s a nice day in Paris and beautiful people are everywhere.

“Well, I hate to break it to you, but none of them could be models. They’re either too short, not thin enough, or don’t have the right features for the camera. Even without taking pictures, I can tell there isn’t a model within eyeshot.”

“I’m not sure what’s the point of all this.”

“Not every pretty girl can model. You’re getting paid a lot of money for someone to take pictures of you to wear clothing and to walk in front of people. If this was easy to do, don’t you think everyone would?”

I dip my head, afraid of saying anything to make the lesson any worse.

She waggles my phone at me. “I’m sure the people you have here are very attractive, but that doesn’t mean they can be a feminine model based solely on their own virtues.”

“But why couldn’t you just try with one of them? They’ve already made their choice.”

Her eyes roll to the heavens as if I just asked the most ridiculous question in the history of mankind. In an odd way, I give her credit for performing these grandiose gestures without lessening the severity of the situation.

“I need someone who can be a model. Not because they’re trans or whatever, but because they’re beautiful in a way that not only turns heads but has women lusting to look like them and men wanting to date them.

“I’m not going to put up someone less than that and have to explain why people should find this person attractive. Or better yet, have a bunch of actors in a focus panel reading from a script and gushing over this new direction of beauty. The Internet will see right through that. Ever get ratioed?”

“No,” I reply in a meek voice.

“Like when I mentioned that story with the sun and the wind—people have to move of their own volition. That means we need to find someone who’s going to spark their interest enough to expand in a new direction.”

“Couldn’t you give one a chance?”

She responds with chuckles that are laced with disdain. “And when that fails, then what? How much harder will things be the second time around? Or the third?”

When I don’t reply, she adds, “Every failure costs credibility. So this has to be done right and done right the first time.”

I tighten my lips, hating to once again be on the wrong end of a Christine Sinclair lecture.

She leans forward and sets my phone in front of me. “And remember, while not everyone can be a model, not every model can be on the cover of fashion magazines. And not every fashion-cover model can transcend preconceived values and start a trend.”

“Why are you even so certain that I’m this mystical being?”

“I’m not,” she replies, “but I’m certain you have a chance.”

“And I’m the only one?”

“You’re the only one I’ve found who is special. You’re beautiful enough in person and the camera loves you.

“But to be enough to nudge the world? That’s going to take commitment from you—where you’ve never shown commitment for doing anything before. That means more than only being beautiful. It means being more feminine than any woman. So feminine that nobody would believe you aren’t a biological female even after seeing you naked.”

I shake my head, not believing this could possibly be me. And also, not excited to be photographed naked. Even when I had sex with Francois, I was basically fully clothed, except for having my panties pulled down. “I’m pretty sure that’s not going to be me.”

“You seduced Francois.”

“That was more him doing the initiating.”

“You know what I’m getting at. He doesn’t do that stuff, or at least not with any other subjects, right after meeting them during a shoot.”

When I don’t answer, she asks, “Is that the problem? Was that something you didn’t want to do? You didn’t look like you were having a bad time.”

“No, I mean…” I purse my lips. “When you walked in on us, that was the second time.”

While her eyes widen at the news, a flush creeps over my face. My bottom tenses, and the pleasurable sensations of being penetrated spill into my head. I shove away the thoughts. “Look, I don’t think this is for me.”

Her eyes again bore into mine, and I force my expression to remain impassive. “I’m not ready to be the one.”

“You might not be. I mean, physically, you have everything. But it’s whether or not you’d be willing to put in the work to get there.” She takes a deep breath and adds in a softer tone, “I know this would be a lifestyle change, but I think you’d find the rewards so much more than anything you’d do as Sam.”

“I like being Sam.”

“You’re used to being Sam.” Again, she waves her hands at the gorgeous backdrop. “I’m offering you this! You can be somebody here.”

“That might not be what I want.”

She huffs. “What is it that you want? A nice job, a nice life, everything to be nice?

Somehow, my realistic dreams sound dirty when she says it that way. “Maybe,” I reply.

An exasperated sigh leaves her mouth. “Then why did you answer the ad? For the money?”

I frown, wanting to respond with anything but the truth. Nothing convenient comes into my head, so I spout out, “I was sick of eating ramen and every other cheap instant food and trying to sleep around a bunch of snoring roommates. I only wanted to have enough to enjoy myself and go out to a nice restaurant once when I was in Paris.”

Her eyes harden with fury, but she sits back as our server approaches, taking measured breaths like she’s counting to ten.

He sets a tray down and places the coffee and dessert in front of me. “Is there anything else?” he asks.

Christine pushes aside her salad. “We’ll both take the prix fixe menu for dinner.”

After he leaves, I prepare for a haranguing. Instead, she says in a reasonable tone, “You’re right. I know I can be overbearing and not realize that other people are allowed their position too. This is a big lifestyle change and not one to make lightly. Besides transitioning, you’d need to learn a lot of stuff, like how to speak and walk and act like a girl. And then there’s the dieting, exercise, and other stuff that you’d need to do, so you could compete with the other models.”

I nod, visualizing all the attachments to her email.

After blowing out a long breath, she says, “I’m getting you an open-ended first-class ticket to come back here—for when you’re ready to be something more than ordinary. So, go back to the States, pick your major, and see what your life is going to be like. If that’s what you want, then so be it. But, if it’s not and you decide you’re ready to change the world, then use the ticket and come back.”

“What if you find another person?”

She laughs. “I’m not that lucky. Eventually, we’ll need a couple of others to reinforce the idea, but they’ll be more like wingmen.”

“There might⁠—”

“No more talking about business.”

The server approaches and sets down our appetizers—smoked salmon canapes on pearly white plates. He looks expectantly at Christine, who waves him off with a “thank you.”

She gestures to the dishes. “Don’t disrespect your meal. Eat up.”

Without a choice, I unfold my table napkin and put it on my lap. Then I partake of the scrumptious delights, watching the sunlight fade over the gorgeous scenery.

Across from me, Christine takes delicate bites, lost in her own thoughts.

And that’s how I get my one cultured dinner in Paris before returning to the States—eating amazing food and sitting with a prettier girl than I have any right to be around.

The experience isn’t as enjoyable as I imagined it would be.

The story continues with Sam Jacob/Samantha Jacobs in The World of Beautiful #2: Winsome


Before You Go…


Many thanks to you for reading Glamorous: Book 1 of The World of Beautiful series.

And if you loved or hated the story (or had a reaction somewhere between the two), please consider leaving rating or a brief one or two sentence review here, which are incredibly helpful for indie authors like myself.

Again, thank you for taking the time to read and thank you in advance if you do leave a review or rating. To receive updates for new releases as well as information on sales and price discounts, please click here to go my Amazon author page and hit the ‘follow’ button.

With warmest and sexiest regards, XOXO,

Violet B. Harper




Also by Violet B. Harper


THE WORLD OF BEAUTIFUL

(première)

Samantha Jacobs/Sam Jacob

Glamorous

A first-time feminization adventure

Winsome

A re-feminization tale

Alluring

A sexual journey of discovery

Seductive

A romantic rendezvous

Alexandra Munro/Alex Cameron

Desirable

An ugly duckling transformation

Dazzling

A rocket ride to smutty heights

*Adorable

A slutty excursion

*Coming Soon


About the Author


Besides loving cats, Violet B Harper is an admirer of feminine beauty in all its forms. She spends hours every day fantasizing about erotic situations and creating sexy, romantic gender-bending tales.

When not writing, she can be found learning new things on YouTube, watching movies, and pushing the bounds of her own sensuality.

[image: X (Twitter) icon]

OEBPS/image_rsrc1HF.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1HC.jpg
Violet B Hérper







OEBPS/image_rsrc1HD.jpg






OEBPS/image_rsrc1HE.jpg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




