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	Ryan had almost convinced himself a week of silence meant something. For seven days, he had answered every text immediately, kept his voice even with Kristi, and prayed obedience might make him boring enough to ignore. He knew that was probably wishful thinking, but a man with no good options learned to live on thin hopes. That fragile little comfort vanished when his front door unlocked.

	Maya entered first, as if she had every right to be there. Lily followed with a garment bag over one arm and a makeup case in her other hand, looking far too pleased with herself. Tessa came in last, closed the door, and turned the lock behind them with the casual finality of someone who did not expect an argument to matter.

	Ryan stood from the couch. "What the hell are you doing?"

	Maya glanced around the living room. "Good. Kristi isn't here."

	"That's not an answer."

	"It's the only part that matters right now," Tessa said.

	Ryan looked from one girl to the next, then toward the door they had just used like it belonged to them. "You can't just walk into my house."

	Lily lifted the garment bag. "Apparently we can."

	"I never gave you a key."

	Maya smiled. “No, Ryan. You gave us access. The key was just a detail."

	The words changed the room around him. His own living room suddenly felt like neutral territory at best, maybe even an extension of their place next door. His phone sat on the coffee table, but Maya had already moved close enough to make grabbing it useless and embarrassing. Lily's garment bag hung between them menacingly.

	"No," he said. "Whatever that is, no."

	Tessa's eyebrows lifted. "You haven't seen it."

	"I don't need to."

	"That's true," Maya said. "You need to put it on."

	Ryan glanced toward the hallway leading to the bedroom. Kristi's presence was everywhere back there, in the sweater she had left over the chair, in the paperback on the nightstand, in the faint trace of her perfume that sometimes lingered near the closet. The thought of carrying this into that room made his skin heat before Lily had even opened the bag.

	Lily unzipped it with patient pleasure. "We brought your meeting clothes."

	"Meeting?"

	Maya picked up his phone and weighed it in her hand. "We have many things to discuss and many plans to make about what comes next."

	"I can discuss them like this."

	"No," Tessa said. “You can't."

	Lily pulled out the dress first. It was a short champagne-nude wrap dress covered in pale metallic floral patterns that shimmered whenever the fabric shifted. The sleeves were sheer and billowy, gathered at the wrists in soft cuffs, while the neckline crossed low enough to make it obvious that a bra would be part of the look. The sash at the waist and the ruched skirt gave the dress a polished, feminine shape that was too pretty and too serious for Ryan to dismiss as another joke.

	Lily watched his face. “Gorgeous, isn't it?"

	"No."

	"That wasn't really for you."

	She laid the dress over the back of the couch and unpacked the rest with efficient pleasure. Nude ankle-strap heels came next, followed by a long blonde wig with loose waves and a cosmetics pouch small enough to look harmless until Ryan remembered what makeup had done to him the last time. Finally, Lily opened a tissue-wrapped lingerie set and arranged it on the couch beneath the dress.

	The bra was warm nude satin trimmed with ivory lace, lightly padded to create the soft curve the wrap dress would need. The matching panties had a sheer front panel that made Ryan look away before he could stop himself, while the garter belt had narrow straps and tiny gold-toned clips waiting for the stockings. The stockings themselves were sheer nude with lace tops, folded in two glossy lengths that looked delicate enough to make every step feel dangerous.

	Ryan shook his head. "I'm not doing this."

	Maya looked down at his phone. "You are."

	"Not here."

	Lily's smile widened. "Especially here."

	Tessa gathered the dress, lingerie, heels, wig, and cosmetics pouch back into the garment bag, then held it out to him. “Bedroom. You'll dress alone, because apparently you need practice doing what you're told when no one is physically making you."

	Ryan did not take the bag at first. The refusal lasted only a few seconds, but the silence stretched because none of the girls tried to fill it. Maya had his phone, Tessa had the outfit, and Lily looked eager to see whether he would make the mistake of turning this into a fight.

	"What if Kristi comes back?" he asked.

	"She's at yoga for another hour," Maya said. "You told her to take her time because you were being a thoughtful boyfriend. She thought that was sweet."

	Ryan's throat went dry. "You read my texts."

	"You handed me your phone when I asked," Maya said. "That was one of your better choices this week."

	Ryan took the garment bag, hating how little ceremony there was in the moment.

	"Door unlocked," Tessa said.

	"And don't come back halfway dressed," Lily added. "This is a meeting, not a lost bet."

	Ryan walked down the hallway with the garment bag in one hand and the makeup pouch tucked awkwardly under his arm. The girls did not follow him, which made the order feel worse instead of better. If they had crowded into the bedroom with him, he could have told himself he was being forced through every step. Instead, they stayed in his living room, making themselves comfortable while he carried their instructions into the part of the house that still felt most connected to Kristi.

	The bedroom looked painfully ordinary when he entered. Kristi's sweater was folded over the chair, and the paperback on the nightstand had one of her receipts tucked inside as a bookmark. Ryan set the garment bag on the bed and stared at it, aware of the women down the hallway, the phone in Maya's hand, the evidence they had copied, and the silence that would follow if he refused.

	The lingerie went on first. He hated that the bra took less effort than it had the first time, and that his hands remembered the backward hook, the twist, and the straps. The panties, garter belt, and stockings followed with enough fumbling to make him sweat, but not enough to save him from succeeding. Each clasp and clip felt like a small surrender he was making alone.

	The dress changed the humiliation from hidden to undeniable. The satin lining slid over the stockings, the ruched skirt settled high on his thighs, and the neckline framed the padded bra in a way that looked intentional rather than accidental. He stepped into the heels, buckling the ankle straps with shaky concentration, then sat on the edge of the bed to face the cosmetics pouch and the wig.

	Lily had packed only what he needed. Foundation softened the redness in his face, blush warmed his cheeks, mascara made his eyes look larger, and the glossy nude-pink lipstick matched the softness of the dress too well. Once he arranged the loose waves of his wig around his face, the reflection in the mirror looked like a version of Ryan the girls had engineered without his permission.

	He reached for the edge of the wig, imagining an impossible escape that did not end with Kristi learning everything. Then he heard Lily laugh down the hallway, bright and comfortable in his living room. The sound reminded him that the girls were not waiting to see if he would obey. They were only waiting to see how long it took him.

	Ryan walked back to the living room, touching the wall once when the heels made the hallway feel narrower than usual. The girls had settled in completely while he was in the bedroom. Maya sat on the couch with her laptop open on the coffee table, Tessa stood near the window with a notepad in one hand, and Lily occupied the armchair with the satisfied look of someone watching a present being unwrapped exactly on schedule.

	Lily's smile spread first. “Oh, that dress was the right call."

	Tessa looked him over with colder satisfaction. “The hem is better than the red one. The wig works too."

	Ryan hated that they were discussing him like an outfit on a hanger. The dress fit, the heels made the stockings seem deliberate, and the blonde hair softened his face. It really bothered him that Maya barely reacted at first because her attention was on the laptop.

	"What is this?" Ryan asked.

	Maya looked up. "This is why we came."

	"I thought this was another punishment."

	"It is," Tessa said.

	Lily crossed one leg comfortably in the armchair. "But it's also a business meeting."

	Ryan stared at her. "A what?"

	Maya turned the laptop slightly. He could not read the text, but he saw folders, saved names, and a website layout with blank spaces waiting for images. The dress suddenly felt tighter even though nothing about it had changed. He had spent the week thinking the girls were losing interest, but the screen showed the opposite.

	"You thought we were leaving you alone,” Maya said. "We weren't."

	Lily leaned forward, delighted by the moment. "We've been shopping, researching, planning, and arguing about what kind of girl you're going to be."

	Ryan's eyes moved to the garment bag near the door. The champagne dress was not a final indignity. It was a sample.

	Tessa tapped her notepad. “And you're going to need training."

	Ryan looked at Maya. "No."

	Maya smiled, and there was nothing rushed or theatrical in it. "Sit down, Ryan. You have no idea how many outfits we bought."

	Ryan sat because refusing to sit had already stopped feeling like resistance and started feeling like delay. The dress shifted beneath him, and he hated the careful little adjustment he had to make to keep the short skirt from riding too high. Lily noticed, of course, while Tessa wrote something down instead of smiling.

	Maya turned the laptop toward him. He could not read every detail from where he sat, but he saw enough: saved names, folders, pricing notes, and a half-built page with empty spaces waiting for images. Whatever the girls had been doing all week, it had structure. It was not Lily getting bored or Tessa wanting another round of pay-back. It was something organized enough to have a layout.

	"What is that?" Ryan asked.

	"What comes next," Maya said.

	Ryan stared at the blank image boxes on the screen. The champagne dress, the wig, the makeup, the heels; all at once, they stopped feeling like an outfit and started feeling like a preview. "No."

	Maya closed the laptop halfway and exasperated she simply sighed, "Fine."

	Ryan blinked. “Fine?”

	"Fine," Maya said. "We can wait for Kristi.”

	The room went very quiet. Lily's smile sharpened, and Tessa stopped writing. None of them raised their voices, which made it worse. Maya simply picked up Ryan's phone, looked at the screen, and set it beside the laptop as if choosing which tool to use first.

	Ryan stared at her. "What does that mean?"

	"It means she should be home in less than an hour," Maya said. "We'll sit here together, and when she walks in, we'll ask her opinion. We can show her the folders you kept, the photos you took, the things you stole, and then we can let her decide whether our plan is too harsh.”

	Tessa looked toward the door. “She might have useful notes."

	Lily nodded brightly. “She knows his best angles. Girlfriends notice things."

	Ryan stood too fast, then wobbled in the heels and grabbed the arm of the couch to steady himself. The little stumble made the dress tug across his thighs and reminded him that even panic had to pass through what they had put on him. He looked ridiculous, vulnerable, and completely trapped by the fact that they did not need to touch him to keep him there.

	"Please," he said. "Don't."

	Maya looked up at him. “Then stop refusing like you still have a clean option."

	"This is my life."

	"It was our privacy," Tessa said. "It was my pantyhose. It was Lily's scarf. It was Maya in your folders. You keep saying my life like you're the only person who had anything to lose."

	"I know," Ryan said quickly. “I know I did things wrong. I'm sorry. I'll follow the rules. I'll do what you tell me."

	Maya watched him for a moment before opening the laptop again. “Good. Then we'll show you what you just agreed to.”

	Ryan swallowed. “I can't have my face out there."

	"Then we use makeup, wigs, angles, and a name that is not yours," Maya said. “That was already the plan."

	"And if someone recognizes me?"

	Tessa looked at the blonde hair, the dress, the makeup, and the heels. "They won't recognize Ryan unless Ryan ruins it."

	Lily smiled. “And if they do, they'll probably think you have a very interesting sister."

	Ryan closed his eyes, but only for a second. When he opened them again, Maya's hand was resting near his phone. Nobody had moved toward the door. Nobody had threatened to run outside yelling for Kristi. They did not have to. The possibility sat in the room with them, heavier than any direct force.

	"What do you want me to do?" he asked.

	Maya smiled faintly. "Better."

	Tessa flipped to a fresh page in her notepad. "First, you stop saying no before you hear the instruction."

	Lily stood and gathered the garment bag. “Second, we go next door. Your place is cute, but Kristi has a key, and I'm not explaining this dress to her until we decide she's ready for the fun version."

	Ryan looked toward the hallway again. “I can't go outside like this."

	“It's ten steps across the grass,” Lily said. “You survived dinner in a bra with Kristi sitting beside you. You can survive ten steps in the dark."

	Maya picked up his phone and slipped it into her purse. "You'll walk between us. Quietly. If a neighbor sees anything, you're one of our friends leaving after drinks."

	"I don't look like one of your friends."

	Lily looked him over with genuine satisfaction. "Actually, that's the problem. You kind of do."

	Ryan had no answer for that. The champagne dress, the blonde hair, the soft makeup, and the heels had already done too much work for him to pretend the idea was impossible. He wanted to say he would not cross the yard dressed like this, but the last ten minutes had taught him what his refusals were worth.

	Tessa opened the front door and checked outside. "Clear."

	Maya gestured for him to move. "Come on. It's safer at our place, and we have a lot more to show you."

	 

	***

	 

	Crossing the yard in the champagne dress was bad enough, but stepping into the girls' house was worse because Ryan could feel the shift in territory immediately. In his own living room, he had still been able to pretend some invisible line remained between his normal life and whatever the girls were doing to him. Once Tessa locked their front door behind him, with Maya carrying his phone and Lily walking beside him with the garment bag, that line felt like something he had invented to comfort himself.

	"Basement," Maya said.

	Ryan stopped at the foot of the stairs. "Why?"

	Lily smiled back at him. “Because that's where the magic happens."

	"That is not an answer."

	"It's the fun answer," Lily said. "Maya can give you the terrifying answer if you want."

	Maya glanced at him. “Because we spent the week preparing a space for you, and we want you to understand that this is not something we came up with twenty minutes ago."

	Ryan looked at the basement stairs, then back toward the front door. The heels made even standing still feel precarious, and the champagne dress kept reminding him of itself with every breath. He wanted to say no, but refusing had turned into a ritual that only proved how little the word did for him. Finally, he went down because the three girls expected him to, and because they had already taught him that expectations were becoming harder to survive than orders.

	The basement had been divided into two worlds. One side was still storage, laundry shelves, plastic bins, and all the normal clutter of three women sharing a townhome. The other side had been cleared and transformed into a small photo setup, with a pale backdrop clipped to a stand, two cheap but bright lights angled toward a stool, and a full-length mirror set against the wall. A garment rack stood beside it, already crowded with dresses in blue, red, black, green, teal, and pale patterned fabrics, while shoe boxes and lingerie bags were stacked in neat, alarming rows beneath.

	Ryan stared at the setup. "You're serious."

	Tessa stepped around him and adjusted one of the lights. "You keep saying that like it's going to become less true."

	Lily unzipped one garment bag and began sliding hangers apart. "Look at this one. Blue bandage dress, black lace cocktail dress, red date-night dress, green lace, that cute little polka-dot thing, and the teal one with the belt. We also have lingerie, robes, a couple of babydolls, and some things that are going to make you say no in a really funny voice."

	"I'm not wearing any of it."

	Maya set her laptop on a folding table. "Then we can stop wasting your time and wait for Kristi."

	Ryan looked at her. "You keep saying that."

	"Because it keeps being true."

	"You wouldn't."

	Tessa turned from the light, unimpressed. "Try us."

	Ryan stared at them, waiting for one of them to look away, laugh too hard, or give him some sign that there was still a bluff to call. None of them did. Maya opened the laptop and entered a password. Lily continued sorting dresses as if Ryan's refusal had been background noise. Tessa picked up her notepad and clicked her pen, which somehow felt colder than if she had raised her voice.

	Maya turned the laptop so he could see enough to understand the shape of the page. "My job is the site. Subscriptions, clips, tiers, names, update schedule, and how we turn you into something people come back for. We have the framework ready, and once Lily and Tessa finish their parts, all we need is content."

	"Content," Ryan repeated.

	"Yes," Maya said. "That's what you become when you take good enough pictures."

	Lily held up a pair of pale pink pumps, then set them aside for later. "My job is the fantasy. I looked at what sells, what gets comments, what kind of captions work, and what kind of outfits make people click. You do not have to understand the market, Ryan. You just have to be pretty enough for it."

	He shook his head. "This is insane."

	"No," Lily said. “Insane would be wasting those legs on sweatpants."

	Tessa moved closer with the notepad. “My job is you. Not the website, not the captions, not the money. You. If Maya is going to sell you and Lily is going to package the fantasy, I have to make sure you are passable enough not to embarrass us."

	Ryan's mouth tightened. "I'm not trying to be passable."

	"That's your first problem," Tessa said. "You still think your preferences matter to the outcome."

	She flipped the notepad toward him, and he saw lists written in her neat handwriting. Shaving. Skin. Brows. Nails. Wigs. Makeup. Lingerie. Heels. Posing. Voice. Wardrobe discipline. The words looked practical, almost boring, until Ryan understood they were not topics. They were pieces of him the girls intended to correct.

	Tessa tapped the page. “You need to get good fast. That means practice, and practice means consistency."

	"I have a job," Ryan said. “I have Kristi. I have a life."

	"You have rules," Maya said.

	"And now you have one more," Tessa added. "No guy clothes when Kristi isn't around."

	Ryan stared at her. “What?”

	"No guy clothes if Kristi is not there," Tessa repeated. "If she is with you, you can be Ryan. If she is not, and we have access to you, you dress how we tell you. You need time in the clothes, time in the shoes, time being seen by us without acting like every skirt is an emergency."

	"No," Ryan said. "Absolutely not."

	Maya closed the laptop halfway. "Fine."

	Ryan stopped at the word, and Lily set down the dress she had been holding. "Fine?"

	Maya nodded. “Fine. He can refuse. Kristi will be back from yoga soon, and we can ask her what she thinks. Maybe she'll agree that our training plan is too demanding.”

	Ryan's face changed. “Don't."

	Tessa looked at the notepad. “We can show her the list. We can also show her why the list exists."

	"Maya," Ryan said, hating the pleading note in his voice. "Please."

	Maya's voice stayed calm. "You keep trying to call our bluff because some part of you still thinks decent people won't follow through. You are forgetting that decent people don't take pictures through windows and steal pantyhose from laundry racks."

	Lily tilted her head. “Also, we're not feeling especially decent about you."

	Ryan looked from Maya to Tessa to Lily, and the basement seemed to have no air left in it. The lights, the backdrop, the racks of clothes, the rows of heels, the laptop, the notebook. All of it proved they had gone too far to be scared off by one more refusal.

	"I'll do it," he said.

	Tessa did not soften. "Say what you're agreeing to."

	Ryan swallowed. “No guy clothes when Kristi isn't around."

	"And?"

	He looked at the garment rack. “And I'll wear what you tell me."

	"And?"

	His voice dropped. "And I'll train."

	Tessa nodded once, as if he had finally answered a simple question correctly. "Good. Then we start tonight."

	Lily brightened and reached for the shoe boxes. "We should show him the heels."

	Ryan looked down at the nude ankle-strap heels already on his feet. "I'm already wearing heels."

	Lily laughed. "Oh, those are friendly heels. We bought you a whole education."

	She opened the boxes one by one, and Ryan watched the floor fill with evidence of how much worse the week of silence had been than he imagined. Pale pink patent pumps with needle-thin heels. Silver cross-strap heels that looked too delicate to survive him. Black ankle-tie sandals with woven straps and a stiletto heel that made his legs hurt just seeing them. Red-and-ivory patterned platforms that Lily described as "ridiculous in the best way" while Tessa said they would be useful once he learned not to walk like a hostage.

	Maya looked at the display, then at Ryan. "You asked earlier if you could discuss this like yourself. This is why the answer was no."

	Ryan looked at the shoes, the dresses, the lingerie bags, and the empty backdrop waiting under the lights. He had thought the champagne dress was the humiliation. Now he understood it was only the first item they had pulled from inventory.

	Tessa pointed toward the mirror. "Stand where I can see the heels."

	Ryan hesitated, then moved because the alternative was no longer worth testing. The shoes clicked against the basement floor, too sharp and feminine in the quiet studio corner. Lily watched with open delight, Maya made a note on the laptop, and Tessa studied the awkward little journey with the unsparing focus of a woman who had already decided what needed fixing.

	"We have work to do," Tessa said.

	Maya's eyes stayed on the screen. “And now we have agreement."

	Lily smiled at Ryan from beside the garment rack, surrounded by dresses he had not known existed an hour earlier. “Cheer up. By the time we're done, you might even earn us back what we spent."

	Ryan looked at the wardrobe, the shoes, and the bright blank backdrop. For the first time, he understood that paying them back was not a metaphor, and that the girls had not bought him outfits for a night. They had bought inventory, and Tessa had just made sure he understood he was part of it.

	Tessa did not give Ryan time to stare at the shoes for long. She moved one of the lights a few inches, checked the angle against the backdrop, and pointed to a strip of tape she had placed on the basement floor. The gesture was simple enough, but Ryan understood it immediately as another line he was expected to cross.

	"Stand there," Tessa said.

	Ryan stepped onto the tape in the nude heels, the champagne dress shifting around his thighs as he tried not to move too quickly. He was past the stage of declaring that none of this would happen. That had failed too many times already. Instead, he watched Maya settle behind the laptop, Lily drift toward the garment rack, and Tessa take her place near the mirror with her notepad, and he felt the sickening difference between being dressed up as punishment and being trained as preparation.

	"This isn't a real shoot," Maya said, as if she were correcting a business assumption rather than rearranging his life. “This is a test. Lighting, angles, what reads, what doesn't, how much work Tessa has ahead of her."

	"I don't know how to model," Ryan said.

	Tessa looked at him over the top of the notepad. "That's the first accurate thing you've said all night."

	Lily smiled. “Don't worry. Nobody starts out good at being a pretty little product."

	Ryan looked at her, then caught himself before answering. The old reflex was still there, the urge to snap back, to reject the words before they could attach to him. But Maya's laptop was open, his phone was in her purse, and the girls had already shown him a basement corner full of proof that this was not a temporary mood. He swallowed the argument and waited.

	Tessa circled him once, not touching at first. "You need to stop fighting the clothes. The dress is supposed to be seen. The heels are supposed to change how you carry yourself. If you keep trying to disappear inside everything, you don't look modest. You look guilty."

	"I am guilty," Ryan muttered.

	Tessa gave him a thin smile. “That might help the marketing, but it will not help the photos."

	Maya glanced at the screen. “The guilt is useful if it reads as shy or reluctant. It's useless if he looks like he's waiting for a sentencing hearing."

	"Exactly," Lily said. "He needs a story."

	Ryan looked toward the stairs. "A story?"

	Lily came closer, holding a pair of silver heels by the straps though she did not make him change yet. “Every set needs one. Pretty neighbor girl caught dressing up. Nervous first-time model. Innocent girlfriend in a dress she knows is too expensive. Humiliated little secret trying very hard to be brave." She looked him over with bright satisfaction, clearly deciding which version suited the champagne dress. "Tonight is easy. You're the girl who got dressed for a meeting and suddenly realized the meeting was about her."

	"That's not a girl," Ryan said.

	"No," Lily said. “That's you. The girl part is what we're working on."

	Tessa pointed to his feet. "Turn one foot slightly. Not that much. Again."

	Ryan adjusted, then overcorrected, then looked down to see what he had done wrong. Tessa clicked her tongue and came closer, tapping the floor beside his shoe with the end of her pen. The correction was small, but humiliatingly precise, and Ryan felt like a clumsy beginner in his own body.

	"Don't look at your feet every time I correct you," Tessa said. "Feel the adjustment. You need to learn this without checking yourself like a man assembling furniture.”

	Lily laughed softly. "That may be my favorite insult tonight."

	"It wasn't an insult," Tessa said. "It was a diagnosis."

	Maya lifted the camera and took the first few test shots. The sound was soft, almost harmless, but Ryan reacted anyway, his mouth tightening and his eyes shifting away from the lens. Tessa saw it immediately.

	“No. Look toward Maya, not past her. You don't have to smile yet, but you do have to stop acting like the camera is attacking you."

	Ryan forced his attention toward Maya. "Like this?"

	"Closer," Tessa said.

	Lily moved behind Maya and watched the preview on the laptop. "He's got the scared part. We just need to make it prettier."

	Maya studied the image. "The dress works. The hair works. His face is still too guarded."

	“He still thinks Ryan is going to rescue him,” Tessa said.

	Ryan's eyes flashed, but the words never became an argument. The silence after them seemed to please Tessa more than any apology would have. She made a small note, then stepped aside and gestured for Lily to try.

	Lily came to him with a different kind of attention, less clinical and more dangerous because she made it sound like fun. “Think about Kristi downstairs during dinner,” she said. "Think about sitting beside her with my lingerie under your clothes, knowing all three of us knew and she didn't. That face you made when she asked if you were hot? That was good."

	Ryan's cheeks warmed despite the makeup. "I don't want to think about that."

	"I know," Lily said. “That's why it works."

	Maya raised the camera again. Ryan looked toward her, still embarrassed, still miserable, but now the expression had changed. It was less pure resistance and more trapped awareness, the look of someone who knew he was being watched and could not afford to make it stop. Maya took three shots before saying anything.

	"There," she said.

	Lily hurried to the laptop. Tessa came with her, and for a few seconds all three girls looked at the screen instead of Ryan. That was worse than being inspected directly. He stood on the strip of tape, feeling the dress, the wig, the heels, the hidden lingerie, waiting while they judged the version of him the camera had caught.

	Lily's voice went soft with delight. “Oh, that one."

	Tessa leaned closer. "He needs work. The hands are bad, and he still looks like he's trying to apologize to the wall. But the face works there."

	Maya enlarged the image. "It works because he forgot to perform outrage. He just looked afraid of being understood."

	Ryan moved before he could stop himself, stepping off the tape to see the screen. None of the girls stopped him. Maya turned the laptop slightly, allowing him just enough view to make the mistake of looking.

	The image on the screen was not perfect. Even Ryan could see the stiffness, the uncertainty, the fact that he did not know what to do with himself. But the woman in the champagne dress looked real enough to hurt. Blonde hair softened her face. Glossy lips parted slightly, as if she had been caught before she could explain herself. The neckline, the shimmer of the dress, the nervous eyes, the careful heels. It was not Ryan wearing something ridiculous. It was someone else standing in his place, frightened and feminine and more marketable than he wanted to understand.

	"No," he said quietly.

	Maya closed the laptop halfway. "Yes."

	"I don't look like that."

	"You do in the picture," Lily said.

	Tessa tapped her pen against the notepad. “And that was with bad feet, bad hands, and no training."

	Ryan looked at her. "That's supposed to make me feel better?"

	"No," Tessa said. "It's supposed to make you understand the problem."

	Maya set the camera down and turned the laptop back toward herself. "The site needs a launch set. Not tonight. Tonight proved the concept. Tomorrow, we start building the first real series."

	Ryan looked from the camera to the garment rack, then to the boxes of shoes waiting beneath it. The blue dress, the green lace, the black evening gown, the red fitted dress, the lingerie bags, the pale pumps, the silver heels, the black sandals. The wardrobe no longer looked like a threat waiting in pieces. It looked like a schedule.

	Lily lifted the silver heels again. “I vote we start with something sweet. Nervous first-time model. Pretty, scared, trying to please."

	Tessa made another note. "We start with shaving and walking. He cannot model anything until he stops moving like the shoes are winning."

	Maya smiled at the screen, already thinking beyond the basement. "We start with what sells."

	Ryan stood between the lights while the three of them discussed him as if he were already a project underway. This time, he did not argue. The old objections were still there, sharp and useless, but they felt like things he had already tried and watched fail. The week of silence, the unlocked front door, the champagne dress, and the first test shot on Maya's laptop had taught him something he hated understanding. The girls were not waiting for his permission anymore.

	Tessa pointed back to the tape. "Again."

	Ryan looked at the strip on the basement floor, then at the image still frozen on the laptop. The girl in the picture looked like someone the girls could sell, train, name, and dress again. He hated her for existing, but he stepped back onto the tape because the girls were right about one thing. The sooner he figured out they were serious, the better.
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