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	Sarah came home with her phone still in her hand, smiling in a way Paul had not seen in weeks. It was not the careful smile she used around Jenna, the soft one that made every word feel padded in cotton. This one was bright, surprised, and almost girlish, as if something had reached her from outside the strange little world Kristen had built in the house.

	"You are not going to believe this," Sarah said, stepping into the living room. “I got an invite to an amazing rooftop party tomorrow night."

	Kristen looked up from the sofa at once. "What kind of rooftop party?"

	"One of Melissa's clients has this private event downtown," Sarah said, still scrolling. “Hotel rooftop, DJ, cocktails, some charity thing attached to it, but not boring charity. More like skyline views and pretty people pretending they're networking." She laughed and looked between them, already excited. "We are going to have so much fun."

	The words hit Paul before he could prepare for them. We. For one second, old instinct took over, and he imagined going with her, standing beside Sarah in the city lights, having a drink, making jokes about rich people and bad appetizers. Then he remembered the pale pink dress Kristen had put him in that afternoon, the soft makeup on his face, the earrings brushing his neck, and the way Sarah now looked at him with tender encouragement instead of expecting a husband.

	"That sounds incredible," Kristen said.

	"It does, doesn't it?" Sarah turned the phone toward them, showing a photo from the invitation. "Look at this place. I've heard about it, but we've never gone."

	Paul looked because not looking would have made him seem strange. The photo showed a rooftop bar with glass railings, warm lights, people dressed too well, and the skyline glittering behind them. It was exactly the kind of thing he would have wanted to do with Sarah before everything in their life had turned soft, perfumed, and wrong.

	Kristen glanced at him, and the look was quick enough that Sarah missed it. Paul did not. It was not a threat so much as a reminder, the kind Kristen had learned to give without moving more than her eyes. He knew what he was allowed to be now, and he knew what kind of enthusiasm Sarah needed to hear from Jenna.

	"You should go," he said.

	Sarah's smile faltered. “I meant all of us."

	Kristen made a sympathetic little face before Paul could answer. “I don't think Jenna thinks that's the right place for her public debut.”

	Sarah looked at Paul, concern already replacing excitement. “Oh. I didn't think of that."

	Paul hated how quickly guilt came into her voice. He also hated Kristen for being right in the exact wrong way. The rooftop party sounded amazing, and because it sounded amazing, it hurt more to stand there in a dress and agree that he should not go.

	"It's okay," he said, making himself smile. “Really. That might be a lot for me right now.”

	Sarah came closer. "I don't want you to feel left out."

	"I won't." Paul heard the lie in his own voice and brightened it before Kristen could. "Honestly, I think you should go. You've been doing so much for me, and you deserve a night that's just fun."

	Kristen's expression warmed with approval. “That's exactly right.”

	Sarah hesitated, looking at the invitation again. "I just feel bad.”

	"You shouldn't,” Kristen said. "You've been carrying a lot lately. A rooftop party with music and drinks sounds like the healthiest possible thing you could do tomorrow night."

	Sarah laughed softly, but she still looked at Paul. "Are you sure?"

	Paul nodded, holding the smile in place. "I'm sure. You should wear something amazing.”

	That finally brought the excitement back to her face. "I was thinking maybe the green dress."

	"The one with the back?" Kristen asked.

	"Yes," Sarah said, suddenly shy in a way that made Paul's chest ache. "Is that too much?"

	"No," Kristen said immediately. "That is exactly enough."

	The next evening, Sarah started getting ready early. Kristen made herself useful in the bedroom, helping with shoes and earrings, while Paul sat at the vanity stool in the corner and tried to look happy every time Sarah turned around for an opinion. He had been told to sit with his knees together and not fuss with his own skirt, but the whole room made him restless. Sarah's makeup was spread across the dresser, her dress hung from the closet door, and every familiar object suddenly reminded him that there had been a time when he would have been getting ready beside her instead of watching like another girlfriend.

	Sarah stepped out of the bathroom in the green dress, smoothing her hands down the sides with nervous excitement. It fit her better than Paul remembered, or maybe he had not looked closely enough in years. The color made her skin look warmer, and the open back gave her a confidence she seemed almost embarrassed to notice in herself.

	"Oh my God," Kristen said. "Sarah."

	Sarah blushed. "Too much?"

	"Not even close." Kristen moved behind her and adjusted one loose wave of hair over her shoulder. "You look gorgeous."

	Sarah turned toward Paul. "What do you think?"

	He had to answer as Jenna, not as the husband who wanted to say she looked beautiful and then go with her. He made himself smile, clasping his hands together so the scarlet polish looked intentional instead of clenched. “You look amazing. Everyone there is going to notice you."

	Sarah's face softened. "Thank you."

	"I mean it," he said, because that part was true. "You should wear the higher heels."

	Kristen looked at him with amused approval, and Paul understood too late that he had said exactly the right thing. Sarah laughed, then went back to the closet for the shoes, her mood lighter now that both of them had given her permission to enjoy herself. Kristen followed with a knowing little smile, and Paul sat very still while the two women talked about straps, lipstick, and whether Sarah needed a jacket.

	By the time Sarah was ready, she looked like someone stepping back into a part of her life that had been waiting for her. The green dress, the heels, the earrings, the soft lipstick, the perfume she only wore on special nights. She checked herself in the mirror, then looked at Paul through the reflection with a guilty smile.

	"You're really okay with this?” she asked.

	Paul stood carefully, smoothing his own dress because Kristen was watching from beside the bed. "I'm really okay. Go have fun."

	Sarah crossed the room and hugged him. “You're sweet."

	He hugged her back, careful not to wrinkle her dress or leave makeup on her shoulder. “Text me when you get there."

	"I will." Sarah pulled back and looked at him with warmth that made the lie harder to hold. “And maybe soon we'll find a night that feels right for you too."

	Paul nodded, smiling because he really did want Sarah to be happy. Kristen picked up Sarah's clutch from the bed and handed it to her with a bright, encouraging grin. Sarah took one last look in the mirror, breathed in like she was letting herself be excited, and headed downstairs glowing.

	The apartment felt different the moment the door closed behind Sarah. Her perfume still lingered in the hallway, and the sound of her heels had barely faded from the stairwell when Paul let out a breath he had been holding for most of the evening. He mumbled some comment about seeing what was on television when Kristen's voice stopped him.

	"Don't bother," she said.

	Paul turned. Kristen was standing by the sofa with a folded bundle in her arms and an expression that instantly made his stomach tighten. She was smiling in that calm, pleased way she had whenever she had been planning something without telling him.

	"What now?" he asked.

	Kristen crossed the room and held the bundle out to him. "Now you get changed."

	He took it automatically, then looked down. The top was black and fitted, the skirt short and metallic, the shoes a pair of black heels that looked even higher than the ones he had been wearing around the house. There was also a tiny shoulder bag looped over one strap and a pair of earrings tucked into the folds.

	Paul looked back up at her. "No."

	Kristen leaned one shoulder against the wall and folded her arms. "Yes."

	"I'm not going anywhere."

	"You are." She tilted her head toward the bedroom. "Trish and Brandy will be here in less than an hour, and I still have to put your face on."

	Paul stared at her. “Trish and Brandy?”

	Kristen's smile widened. “You heard me."

	He looked down at the outfit again as if it might somehow turn into a joke if he stared hard enough. It did not. The skirt was still tiny. The shoes were still impossible. The whole thing looked like something a woman wore when she wanted to be noticed in a room full of people, which meant Kristen had chosen it for exactly that reason.

	"Why are Trish and Brandy coming here?" he asked.

	Kristen pushed away from the wall and stepped closer. "Because we're going out."

	He gave a short laugh that came out closer to panic. "No, we're not."

	“We are,” Kristen said. “You, me, Trish, and Brandy. A fun little girls' night out dancing."

	"I'm not going clubbing."

	Kristen took the shoes from his hands and set them neatly on the coffee table, as if they were already part of the evening and his opinion no longer mattered. “You are, Jenna.”

	He flinched at the name. "Stop."

	"No. In fact, you should get used to hearing it tonight, because I have a feeling people are going to use it a lot." She touched the black top with one finger. "Go change. We're already tighter on time than I'd like."

	Paul did not move.

	Kristen's voice stayed light, but her eyes hardened just enough. “Do you really want to start this evening by forcing me to remind you how much of your life is now built around Jenna?"

	He looked away first. That was what always happened now. He could fight for a few seconds, sometimes even a few minutes, but eventually there was the same wall in front of him every time. Sarah. Work. The photos. The name. The way the consequences had layered one on top of another until there was almost nowhere left for Paul to stand that did not immediately collapse.

	"Good," Kristen said softly, seeing the surrender arrive. "Bedroom. Change. Then come sit at the vanity."

	By the time he came back out, the outfit felt even worse on him than it had looked in Kristen's hands. The skirt was so short it forced him to think about every movement, and the heels changed the angle of his whole body before he had taken three steps. The black top fit him too well. It clung to him in a way that made the whole thing feel deliberate, like he had spent time choosing pieces that flattered him.

	Kristen looked up from sorting through makeup brushes and gave an approving hum that made his face burn.

	"There," she said. "Much better.”

	"This is humiliating."

	"That's such a dull word for it." Kristen walked a slow circle around him, looking him over with obvious enjoyment. "You look sexy, Jenna. That's different."

	He folded his arms across his chest.

	Kristen laughed. “Oh, don't do that. Brandy would never hide the outfit."

	"I'm not Brandy."

	"No," Kristen said. "Brandy is better trained."

	Paul glared at her, but Kristen only smiled and guided him toward the vanity stool. He sat because standing there in the skirt felt worse. Kristen stepped behind him, clipped his hair out of the way for a moment, and studied his face in the mirror with the calm concentration of someone preparing a favorite project.

	"You know," she said, uncapping foundation, “I think this will be nice for the two of you."

	"The two of who?"

	"Jenna and Brandy." She met his eyes in the mirror. “She really was curious about you."

	Paul looked away at once. “I don't care."

	"You care enough to be nervous." Kristen dabbed product onto a sponge and started blending it over his skin. “And why wouldn't you be. She's lovely, completely obedient, and very experienced at making a new girl feel welcome."

	"I'm not a girl."

	Kristen smoothed concealer beneath one eye. "You will be tonight."

	He clenched his jaw, and she tapped his cheek lightly with the back of the sponge.

	"Don't make lines," she said. "You always forget your face belongs to me once we start."

	The room went quiet except for the soft sounds of brushes and compacts opening. Kristen worked with practiced ease now, shaping his face, deepening his eyes, fixing his mouth into something softer and more polished than he would ever have chosen for himself. She paused only to tilt his chin one way or the other, or to tell him to stop frowning if he wanted the lipstick to go on evenly.

	When she was done with his eyes, she stepped back for a second and smiled at his reflection. “See? That's already better.”

	Paul made the mistake of looking. The image in the mirror was getting harder to dismiss each time. The soft hair, the shaped brows, the careful mouth, the bare legs under the short metallic skirt. There was nothing slapdash about it anymore. He did not look like a man in a joke outfit. He looked like someone going out.

	Kristen saw the thought land and enjoyed it immediately, while Paul stared at the mirror.

	Kristen smiled at him there. "And tonight you'll have help. Brandy knows exactly how to behave. She'll make you look even greener than you already are."

	"I don't want anything to do with Brandy."

	Kristen twisted the lipstick up and touched it lightly to his mouth. "That isn't what I asked."

	He fell silent while she finished him. When she finally capped the lipstick and placed it on the table, she rested her hands on his shoulders and studied the whole effect with obvious pleasure.

	"There," she said. “Now you look like a woman who belongs in a club."

	Paul swallowed. "Sarah could come home early."

	Kristen laughed softly. “No, she won't. She's on a rooftop downtown drinking expensive cocktails and trying to remember how to have fun." She bent closer, her mouth near his ear. "Which means you and I are free to do the same."

	The buzzer rang before he could answer.

	Kristen straightened at once, delighted. “Perfect timing."

	She gave his shoulder a light squeeze and headed for the intercom, leaving Paul at the vanity with his own reflection. He heard her bright voice through the speaker, then the front door unlocking, then footsteps in the hall outside.

	Kristen glanced back at him with a smile that was almost wicked. “Stand up straight,” she said. "Your company's here."

	Trish came in first, blonde and confident, dressed for the kind of place where being noticed was part of the point. Her black top was fitted and sleek, and the rest of her look had none of the casual ease of an afternoon errand outfit.

	Brandy followed a step behind her, and Paul's stomach tightened the second he saw her. The redhead was in a short white dress that clung and skimmed in all the right places, feminine in a way that felt both soft and dangerously intentional. With her heels, her little black purse, and the glossy polish at her nails, she looked completely finished, the sort of woman who belonged under club lights and knew it.

	"Hello, Miss Kristen," Brandy said, dropping into a neat curtsey the moment she stepped inside.

	Kristen smiled with open pleasure. "Hello, Brandy."

	Paul barely had time to absorb any of it before Brandy rose, turned toward him, and crossed the room. She did not hesitate or even glance back for permission. She stepped right up to him, put her right hand behind Paul's head, and kissed him deeply on the lips, practiced and confident and intimate enough to make his whole body lock in place.

	By the time she pulled away, Paul was blushing so hard it felt like his face was on fire. Trish giggled at once, and Kristen joined her a second later, delighted by how easily Brandy had thrown him off balance. Kristen looked at his mouth with mock irritation and said, "Honestly, Brandy. I just did her lips."

	 

	***

	 

	Trish glanced back from the front passenger seat, catching Jenna's eyes in the rearview mirror. "You're going to learn something useful tonight.”

	Jenna sat beside Brandy in the back seat, knees pressed together, the seat belt cutting awkwardly across the dress Kristen had chosen for him. “I'm not trying to learn anything."

	"That's what Brandy said too," Trish said, smiling as if the memory pleased her. “The first few times out are always the worst because you still think you're fighting us. You think every step, every smile, every little correction is something we're making you do."

	Kristen drove with one hand on the wheel, amused enough to stay quiet.

	Trish turned in her seat just enough to look at him directly. “Then you get around people. Real people. Strangers. Servers, bouncers, women in bathrooms, men who glance at your legs, girls who compliment your dress. Suddenly you stop worrying about winning and start worrying about being read."

	Jenna felt Brandy's hand settle lightly over his, soft and warning.

	"That's when you become useful," Trish said. "You fix your voice because you don't want anyone staring. You walk better because stumbling in heels would make people look twice. You let Brandy touch up your lipstick because smudged lipstick makes you look careless. You smile when Kristen tells you to because a nervous smile is still prettier than a frightened man's face."

	“I don't want any of that," Jenna said.

	"I know," Trish said pleasantly. "That's why it works. Wanting it would make things easier for you, but not nearly as interesting for us.”

	Brandy gave his hand a small squeeze. "She's right. Once you're outside, you help more than you think.”

	Jenna turned toward him, startled by the softness of his voice.

	Brandy smiled, beautiful and practiced in the passing streetlights. "You won't do it because you're obedient yet. You'll do it because you don't want them to know."

	Trish laughed softly and faced forward again. "Exactly. Public is where the clever ones start training themselves."

	The car slowed in front of the club just as a group of women in short dresses and high heels crossed under the red glow of the entrance lights. Paul saw the line, the bouncer, the little knots of people smoking or laughing near the curb, and felt his stomach tighten before the car had even stopped. From the back seat beside him, Brandy reached over and touched his knee as if she were calming a nervous date.

	"Don't lock up,” Brandy said softly. “It makes you look scared."

	Paul pulled his knee away as much as the seat would allow. "I am scared."

	"I know." Brandy's smile was sympathetic enough to make it worse. "That's why I said it."

	Kristen parked and turned in her seat, looking past Trish toward him with bright, settled satisfaction. "Before we go in, let's make something clear. Sarah is having a beautiful night right now, and I'd hate to interrupt it with a text full of pictures that make her wonder why her husband wanted to go dancing at a club instead of going to a party with her.”

	Paul stared at her. “You wouldn't."

	Kristen tilted her head. “Wouldn't I?"

	Trish laughed from the front passenger seat, then turned enough to see him clearly. “You should listen to her. Club photos are funny that way. One bad shot and it looks like somebody dragged you there. One good shot and it looks like you had the time of your life."

	Paul looked through the window at the entrance again. "I don't want to do this."

	"That matters less than you think," Kristen said. "What matters is how it looks. If Jenna behaves herself, Sarah thinks her dutiful husband stayed home missing her. If Jenna sulks, resists, or embarrasses me, Sarah gets enough evidence to start asking questions you do not want to answer tonight."

	Brandy adjusted one of his earrings with a careful fingertip, and Paul held still because pulling away in the car with all three of them watching felt childish. Trish studied him for another second, then smiled as if she had just decided he might be entertaining after all. Her voice was pleasant when she spoke, but the warning in it was not hidden.

	"And if Brandy and Jenna don't wind up looking enough like a couple," Trish added, "then every bored guy in there is going to assume you're available. They'll come over to hit on you all night, and we will encourage them.”

	Paul's face went hot. "That's not funny."

	"Then you had better make sure it doesn't happen,” replied Trish.

	Kristen opened her door, ending the conversation before he could find anything else to say. Brandy stepped out first on the curb side, smooth and unhurried in the white dress, then turned back and offered Paul her hand. He hated that he took it, and he hated more that he needed it, because the heels and the short skirt made getting out of the car feel like something he had to perform correctly.

	The sidewalk hit him like a stage. There were people close enough to look, close enough to hear the click of his heels, close enough to decide what he was before he could decide how to stand. Brandy tucked his hand through her arm before he could drift backward, and the gesture immediately made them look paired rather than grouped.

	"Chin up," Brandy murmured. “Don't look at the ground."

	"I don't need your help."

	"Yes, you do." Brandy smiled at the bouncer as they reached the door, then glanced at Paul without moving her lips much. “And you'd better hope I keep giving it."

	Inside, the club was worse. The music pressed against his chest, the lights moved over everyone in red, violet, and blue, and the room seemed full of women who knew exactly how to wear their clothes and men who knew exactly how to look at them. Paul felt the skirt, the bare legs, the shape Kristen had given his mouth, the little bag on his shoulder, and every inch of him wanted to become invisible at the same time the outfit made that impossible.

	Kristen touched his back and guided him through the crowd. "Smile."

	He did, or tried to.

	"Not like you're being photographed for a hostage note,” Trish said, already lifting her phone. "Stand with Brandy."

	Brandy slid beside him before he could object, one arm curving around his waist with practiced ease. Paul stiffened, and Brandy pinched lightly enough to be invisible to everyone else. He softened at once, furious with himself for how quickly he obeyed.

	"There," Trish said. "Better."

	The flash was small, but Paul felt it anyway. Kristen came in on his other side for the next picture, smiling like this was a normal girls' night and not the latest part of a trap he could not explain to anyone. Paul knew the danger immediately. If Sarah saw the picture, she would not see force. She would see Jenna between two women who seemed to adore him, dressed beautifully, made up carefully, and trying to smile.

	Brandy leaned close after the picture. "That was good."

	"It was not."

	"It was better than panic." Brandy reached up and brushed a curl back into place near his cheek. "That's usually the first goal."

	They found a small standing table near the edge of the dance floor. Kristen ordered drinks, Trish took another picture of Brandy laughing beside Jenna, and Paul learned within minutes that every attempt to resist created a worse problem than cooperation. If he lowered his voice too much, Brandy corrected him. If he folded his arms, Kristen told him he was ruining the top. If he looked toward the exit, Trish angled her phone as if she were considering whether the expression would be useful later.

	The worst part was that they were right about the public. No stranger knew he was being forced. No stranger knew he wanted to rip the earrings out, wipe off the lipstick, and call Sarah before Kristen could stop him. All anyone saw was a nervous brunette in a black top and short metallic skirt, standing too close to a glamorous redhead in white while two confident women laughed around them.

	Brandy fixed his lipstick after his first drink. She did it with a compact in one hand and her thumb near his chin, murmuring for him to hold still as though they had done this a hundred times. Paul almost pulled back, then saw two women at the next table glance over and smile at them, and the shame of looking awkward won faster than the shame of obeying.

	"See?" Brandy said, closing the compact. "You're learning."

	"I'm surviving."

	"That's what it feels like at first."

	Trish heard enough to laugh. "Brandy used to say that too."

	Paul looked at her. "I'm not Brandy."

	"Not yet," Trish said.

	Kristen smiled over the rim of her glass, then nodded toward the dance floor. "Take her out there, Brandy."

	Paul's stomach dropped. “No.”

	Brandy was already taking his hand. “Come on."

	"I said no."

	"And I heard you." Brandy's grip stayed gentle, but she did not let go. "You can say no out here where everyone sees you making a scene, or you can come dance with me and look like the pretty girl Kristen brought out tonight."

	Paul looked at Kristen, but Kristen only lifted her phone and smiled. That decided it more effectively than another threat. He let Brandy lead him onto the floor because the alternative was standing in club lights while the whole room watched him refuse.

	The music changed around them, slower but still heavy enough to make the floor vibrate under his heels. Brandy turned toward him, placed one hand at his waist, and brought their joined hands up between them. Paul went stiff at the closeness, at the heat of the room, at the white dress brushing against his bare legs when Brandy stepped in.

	"Breathe," Brandy said.

	"Don't tell me what to do."

	"Then stop needing it." Brandy moved first, guiding him into the rhythm so smoothly that anyone watching would think he had chosen to follow. "Small steps. Let the heels do some of the work. Don't fight your hips so much."

	Paul wanted to tell her to stop. He wanted to shove her hand away, walk out, call Sarah, and destroy whatever was left rather than keep being arranged like this. But a man nearby glanced at them, then looked away with the casual disinterest of someone seeing two women dance together, and Paul understood the trap all over again.

	If he fought, he would be noticed. If he followed, he disappeared into Jenna.

	So he followed.

	Brandy felt it immediately. Her smile softened into something almost proud, and she moved closer until he had to match her or stumble. The skirt shifted against his thighs, the heels kept his legs careful, and the music made hesitation look worse than obedience. Every correct step felt like treason, but every wrong one threatened exposure.

	"There,” Brandy whispered near his ear. “That looked pretty."

	The flash came again, or maybe it was only the club lights. Paul could not tell. He only knew Trish was smiling, Kristen was watching with open satisfaction, and Brandy was leading him through a dance that would look soft, intimate, and willing in every picture taken from the right angle.

	By the time the song ended, Paul was breathing too fast and trying not to look like it. Brandy did not release him right away. She kept one hand on his waist, leaned in close, and gave him a quick kiss near the corner of his mouth, careful enough not to ruin Kristen's work and public enough to make the meaning impossible to miss.

	Trish checked her phone and grinned. "Oh, that one is perfect."

	Kristen looked at the screen, then at Paul. "See, Jenna? You're much better at this when you stop making us drag you."

	Paul looked at the photo despite himself. He saw Brandy's hand on his waist, his own body turned toward hers, the lights catching his earrings and mouth, the two of them framed like a couple who had forgotten the rest of the room existed. It did not show terror. It did not show force. It showed Jenna, dressed beautifully, dancing close with Brandy and looking exactly like the thing Kristen wanted Sarah to believe.

	Brandy touched his arm gently. "You did well."

	Paul could not answer. He knew now that the safest thing he could do in public was behave, and that was the worst thing Kristen had taught him yet. Every time he protected himself from being read, he helped make Jenna look real.

	By the end of the evening, Paul had danced with Brandy close to a dozen more times and had been kissed passionately by Brandy at least half a dozen more. Most of it had been captured on Trish's phone, along with the three other guys he had danced with, preserved for incriminating posterity. Paul had not really been read in the dark, noisy environment of the club, but he also realized he had given Kristen even more ammunition.

	Somehow, he made it home about twenty minutes before Sarah returned from her night out. Paul couldn't help feeling jealous as she talked about what a wonderful time she had and all the people she had met while he had been out kissing another man. Sarah noticed that Paul was dressed for clubbing, but as usual, Kristen explained that she had him play dress-up to cheer him up over being home alone. Sarah not only accepted the explanation, but was grateful that Kristen had stayed in with her husband and kept him from being glum.

	 

	***

	 

	The next afternoon, Paul was still sore from the night before in ways that had less to do with his feet than with memory. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw club lights flashing across Brandy's white dress, Trish's phone lifted at just the right moment, Kristen smiling as if each picture were another little nail tapped into place. He had survived the club by doing what they wanted, and the part that stayed with him was how quickly survival had started to look like cooperation.

	Kristen let him spend the morning in a softer dress, but she did not let him relax. She had him clean the kitchen, fix his hair twice, and redo his lipstick after lunch because she said he was getting careless. By the time the hallway buzzer sounded, Paul already knew from the look on her face that she had been waiting for it.

	"Please tell me that isn't them," he said.

	Kristen smiled as she crossed to the door. "That isn't them."

	He stared at her.

	She laughed and opened it.

	Trish came in first, bright and pleased, carrying a purse large enough that Paul noticed it only because she set it carefully on the side table instead of dropping it near the door. Brandy followed behind her, polished as ever, his red hair smooth, his makeup perfect, his smile calm in a way Paul had already learned to distrust. He greeted Kristen with a graceful little curtsey, then looked at Paul with a warmth that made him feel more trapped than if Brandy had laughed at him.

	"Hello, Jenna," Brandy said.

	Paul did not answer quickly enough.

	Kristen looked over. "Manners."

	"Hello, Brandy," he said.

	Trish gave him a slow once-over. "Still nervous. That's sweet."

	"He had a big night," Kristen said. "And he behaved better than expected."

	"Because he was terrified," Paul muttered.

	Kristen's smile did not move. "Fear can be very educational."

	Trish opened a shopping bag and pulled out something pale, folded, and delicate. Paul saw lace before he understood the whole thing, and then he understood too much at once. A second set followed, darker and sleeker, black lace and satin with stockings tucked inside the fold.

	"No," he said.

	Brandy took the black set without hesitation, like a woman accepting a dress from a friend.

	Paul's stomach tightened as he watched that easy obedience. Brandy did not look surprised, embarrassed, or even especially excited. He looked as if changing into lingerie in front of them was simply another thing Trish wanted, which meant it was going to happen.

	Kristen held the pale set out to Paul. "Yours."

	"I'm not wearing that."

	“Yes, you are.” Kristen's voice stayed pleasant. "Last night showed us something useful. You tense up every time Brandy gets close to you."

	"Because he keeps kissing me."

	"Exactly," Trish said, as if Paul had made her point for her. “You need practice being around another sissy without looking like you're about to run through a wall."

	Paul looked from Trish to Kristen. "Why?"

	"Because Brandy understands things you don't," Kristen said. "How to sit, how to move, how to be touched without flinching like a guilty linebacker in lipstick. You need to learn from someone who has already been where you are."

	"I don't want to learn from him."

	Brandy's smile stayed soft, but his eyes lowered in a way that made Paul feel suddenly childish.

	"That's part of the problem," Trish said. "You're still treating Brandy like a threat. Brandy is not your threat. Brandy is what happens when a sissy stops fighting every little thing and learns how to be pleasing."

	Kristen stepped close enough to lower her voice. "And Sarah is going to expect you to get more comfortable eventually. You can't spend the rest of your life freezing every time another feminized man smiles at you."

	The answer landed cold because it sounded practical. He looked toward the door, then toward the stairs, even though Sarah was at work and would not be home for hours. His mind still reached for her as if she were protection, but she was becoming one of the reasons he had to obey.

	Brandy had already disappeared into the guest bathroom. When he came back out, Paul's refusal weakened before Kristen touched him. Brandy wore a black lace balconette bra with a satin bow between the cups, matching high-cut panties, sheer black stockings clipped to a garter belt, and a short sheer robe that barely softened any of it. The stockings made his legs look long and finished, the bra shaped him with obvious care, and the little black satin straps at his hips made the outfit look less like a costume than a practiced uniform. He did not look exposed. He looked presented.

	"That's what trained looks like," observed Kristen.

	Paul hated that he understood.

	They dressed him in the bedroom. Kristen did most of it herself, fastening a pale pink lace bra with ample padding, adjusting the narrow straps, and smoothing a matching pair of panties over his hips before clipping sheer white stockings to a dainty garter belt. There was a small rosette at the center of the bra and another at the waistband, both too sweet and delicate for him to ignore. She added a short pale robe with fluttery sleeves, then left it open enough that it did not hide the lingerie so much as frame it.

	The outfit was soft against his skin in a way that made him feel worse than if it had been vulgar. The lace was pretty, the stockings were fine and sheer, and the pale pink made him look newer, shyer, and easier to embarrass beside Brandy's black satin confidence. He kept his arms close to his body until Kristen pulled them away and told him not to ruin the lines.

	When they brought him back to the living room, Trish and Brandy were waiting by the sofa. Trish had a drink in one hand and her purse still on the side table, angled toward the cushions in a way that meant nothing to Paul then. Brandy smiled at him with approval, then sat first, leaving just enough space beside him that the invitation looked casual and the expectation did not.

	Paul stayed standing.

	Kristen touched his back. "Sit with Brandy."

	He sat because standing there in lingerie felt worse. Brandy shifted closer the moment Paul settled, not abruptly, not with a command, but with the smooth inevitability of someone who knew where the picture was. His thigh brushed Paul's. His shoulder turned in. His hand rested lightly near Paul's knee, close enough to make retreat awkward but not enough for anyone to call it force.

	Trish watched over the rim of her glass. "See? That's already better than last night."

	"It is not," Paul said.

	"It is," Kristen said. "You're sitting beside him. You're breathing. You haven't snapped your knees together like a church lady in a thunderstorm."

	Paul turned his head. “This is ridiculous."

	Brandy used the movement. He leaned in while Paul was still looking away, catching his mouth before the protest could become anything useful. The kiss was deep and confident, soft enough at first that Paul had one awful second to decide whether to pull back, then close enough that pulling back would have made him look panicked and ridiculous in front of all three of them.

	He froze, but Brandy did not. Brandy moved nearer by inches, placing Paul's hand against his waist as if it had naturally found its way there. Paul's fingers curled uselessly against the edge of Brandy's robe and the satin strap beneath it, and the contact made Trish give a delighted little hum from across the room. Brandy kissed him again, longer this time, mouth warm and open, and Paul could feel the shape of the scene forming around him even as he tried not to take part in it.

	Kristen sat on the arm of the chair, smiling with the calm satisfaction of someone watching a lesson take. “There you go.”

	Paul pulled back just enough to breathe. His face was burning, and the lipstick felt wrong on his mouth, too warm, too easily ruined. Brandy did not chase him. He simply shifted closer, one knee sliding across the cushion until their bodies were turned toward each other again, and the new position made Paul look like the one leaning in when Brandy kissed him the next time.

	That was what made it worse. Brandy did not need to tell him where to put his hands or how to sit. He arranged the space so that every way Paul tried to stay still looked like yielding. If Paul braced himself against the cushion, it looked as if he were drawing Brandy closer. If he turned his face away, Brandy followed with a smile and made it look playful. If he closed his eyes because seeing Kristen and Trish watching was unbearable, the moment became softer, more intimate, and more damning.

	Trish laughed quietly. “Oh, Jenna."

	Paul opened his eyes, humiliated by the sound of his own breathing. Brandy was still close, his lipstick faintly marked at the corner of Paul's mouth, his hand resting lightly at Paul's side as if they belonged tangled together on that sofa. Paul knew he looked flushed and overwhelmed. He knew that if Sarah had walked in, he would have had no explanation that sounded like anything but panic.

	Kristen leaned forward and brushed her thumb beneath Paul's lower lip, checking the damage. "Messy," she said. "But pretty."

	“I'm done,” Paul said.

	"You're done when I say you're done."

	Brandy kissed him again before Paul could answer, and this time Paul's body betrayed him by choosing stillness quickly. He did not kiss back the way Brandy did, but he stopped jerking away. He stopped creating moments they could mock. He let Brandy press him gently into the sofa, let the lace and stockings and warm skin and gentle mouth turn into something that would have looked, from a distance, like shy surrender.

	When Kristen finally told Brandy to give him a moment, Paul sat there breathing too fast with his hands in his lap and his mouth ruined. Brandy drew back with a composed little smile, adjusting one strap as if nothing unusual had happened. Trish picked up her purse from the side table, glanced into it, and touched the screen of the phone tucked inside.

	Paul saw the movement then.

	His eyes snapped to the purse.

	Trish smiled. “That came out better than I expected."

	The room seemed to tilt. Paul looked from the purse to Brandy, then to Kristen, who did not even bother pretending surprise. He understood all at once that the scene had not only happened to him. It had been captured, framed, and saved, stripped of everything that would have made it look like anything but Jenna in pink lingerie making out with Brandy on the sofa.

	Kristen's smile was gentle enough for Sarah and sharp enough for him. "Don't look so upset, Jenna. Anyone who sees it will just think you two are getting comfortable."

	 

	TO BE CONTINUED
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