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	Maya finally gave him back his phone at the front door. Ryan reached for it too quickly, and Tessa noticed. She always noticed. Her eyes moved from his hand to his face, then down over the champagne dress, the blonde wig, the bare legs above the nude ankle-strap heels.

	"No deleting anything," Maya said. "No warning Kristi. No trying to explain your way out of tomorrow."

	Ryan swallowed. "I know."

	"Then check it," Maya said.

	The screen lit in his hand. Kristi's message was waiting at the top. Leaving now. Home in about twenty. Love you. For a second, the words did not seem to belong to the same night as the basement, the lights, the tape on the floor, or the girl in the photograph on Maya's laptop.

	Ryan looked up. "I have to go."

	Lily smiled. “You really do."

	Tessa opened the door and glanced outside. "Clear."

	"That doesn't mean nobody's watching."

	"It means nobody's standing in the yard with a flashlight," Tessa said. "Move."

	Ryan crossed the grass between them with his head down, trying not to run because running in heels felt even more conspicuous than walking. The dress shifted around his thighs, the wig brushed his cheek, and every quiet click of his shoes sounded loud enough to wake the block. He imagined a curtain moving, a neighbor stepping onto a porch, someone calling over to ask if the girls had company, but no one did.

	Maya unlocked his door for him when his hands shook too badly to manage the key. She handed it back, then held his gaze for one last second. “Normal,” she said. “That's your assignment for the rest of the night."

	The three of them left him there. Ryan locked the door and looked at his phone again. Seventeen minutes. He kicked off the heels in the hallway, dragged the wig from his head, and nearly tore the sash of the dress before forcing himself to slow down.

	Tessa would notice damage. Tessa noticed everything. He folded nothing neatly, but he got the dress, lingerie, wig, and shoes into the garment bag without ripping anything obvious.

	The shower ran hot enough to sting. Makeup came away in ugly beige and pink smears on the cloth, then thinner streaks, then almost nothing. He scrubbed too hard under his eyes and had to stop before the skin reddened enough for Kristi to ask questions. The mirror fogged, cleared, and fogged again while he checked his mouth, his lashes, his hairline, and his neck.

	Ten minutes. He dried off, pulled on jeans and a clean T-shirt, then changed the shirt because the first one felt wrong for reasons he could not explain. Too quick. Too chosen. Too much like a costume going the other direction. The thought made him stop with one arm halfway through the sleeve.

	No guy clothes when Kristi isn't around. Kristi was coming home. That made the shirt allowed. He hated that the rule had found a practical place in his mind so quickly.

	Five minutes. Ryan shoved the garment bag behind an old suitcase in the closet, then checked the bathroom. Cotton pads. Makeup remover. A smear of foundation near the sink. He wiped everything twice, buried the stained pads under kitchen trash, and was halfway back to the bedroom when he saw one nude heel lying near the baseboard.

	A car door closed outside. He snatched up the shoe and got it into the closet just as Kristi's key turned in the lock. He had barely closed the door before her voice came from the entryway.

	"Ryan?"

	He shut the closet door and turned around. "Hey."

	Kristi stepped inside with her yoga mat under one arm, cheeks flushed from the cool air, smiling because she had no reason not to. Ryan crossed the room at what he hoped was a normal pace. Not too fast. Not too eager. Not like a man who had been in a dress ten minutes earlier.

	"You okay?" she asked.

	"Yeah," he said. “I'm okay. How was yoga?"

	Kristi wanted pasta, which should have been easy. Ryan filled the pot, salted the water, and stood too close to the stove while she opened cabinets behind him and talked about the yoga instructor changing the usual sequence. He nodded when he thought he was supposed to nod, answered when she paused long enough to expect it, and kept waiting for his phone to buzz in his pocket.

	"You're quiet tonight," Kristi said.

	"Just tired."

	"You didn't do anything."

	Ryan reached for the wooden spoon and moved it from one side of the counter to the other without using it. "I cleaned up a little. Answered some emails. Nothing exciting."

	Kristi smiled and bumped him lightly with her hip as she passed. "You poor thing. Emails and housework. I don't know how you survived."

	He managed a laugh, but it came out late enough that she glanced at him. Ryan turned toward the stove before she could study his face too closely. The water was not boiling yet, but watching it gave him somewhere safe to put his eyes.

	Kristi leaned against the counter beside him. "Hey. Look at me a second."

	His stomach tightened. "Why?"

	"Because I'm talking to you."

	Ryan turned with what he hoped was an ordinary amount of reluctance. Kristi reached up and touched the side of his face with her thumb, just under his eye. The contact was gentle, affectionate, and worse than any correction Tessa had made in the basement.

	"You've got something here," she said.

	Ryan jerked back too quickly. "What?"

	"I don't know. Something near your eye.”

	He wiped at it with the heel of his hand, then realized that was suspicious and stopped. "Probably soap. I took a quick shower before you got home."

	Kristi frowned, amused more than concerned. "Soap under your eye?"

	"Shampoo maybe. I got some in my face."

	"Your shampoo is beige?"

	Ryan felt the room narrow around him. The pot clicked softly as it heated, and the refrigerator hummed behind Kristi like nothing in the world was wrong. He rubbed the spot again, harder this time, then forced a shrug.

	"I don't know. Maybe dust from cleaning. I was moving stuff in the closet."

	"The closet?"

	"Yeah. Just straightening up."

	Kristi looked toward the hallway. “That's new."

	Ryan reached for the pasta box and tore it open too roughly. A few pieces spilled onto the counter. "I got bored."

	"You got bored and cleaned the closet?"

	"Do you want dinner or an investigation?"

	He said it with a smile, or tried to, and Kristi laughed because she still trusted the shape of him enough to hear it as a joke. Ryan dropped the pasta into the pot and watched it sink through the water.

	They worked around each other for a few minutes after that. Kristi chopped a tomato for the sauce while Ryan stirred too often and answered her small talk with careful, harmless words. She told him about a woman in class who had complained through every stretch. He told her the sauce smelled good. She asked whether he wanted garlic bread, and he said yes so quickly that she looked at him again.

	"You're jumpy," she said.

	"I'm hungry."

	"You're always hungry. This is different."

	Ryan wiped his hands on a towel. "I'm fine."

	Kristi studied him, then looked past him toward the kitchen window. "Did something happen with the girls next door?"

	The towel twisted in his hands before he realized he was doing it. "What?"

	"The neighbors. Maya, Lily, and Tessa. I saw their porch light on when I pulled in. I thought maybe you talked to them or something."

	"No," Ryan said. “No, I didn't talk to them."

	That was true in the worst possible way. He had been ordered, dressed, photographed, corrected, and sent home, but talking suddenly felt like the least important thing that had happened. Kristi kept looking at him, waiting for the rest of the answer, and Ryan made himself loosen his grip on the towel.

	"They're just neighbors," he added. "I don't really know them."

	Kristi's expression shifted a little at that. Not suspicion exactly, but a small pause, the kind a person made when something did not quite match what they remembered. Ryan reached for the plates before she could name it.

	"Garlic bread," he said. "You asked about garlic bread."

	"I did," she said slowly.

	"I'll put it in."

	He moved to the oven, grateful for the excuse to turn away. Behind him, Kristi went back to the tomato, but her knife moved more slowly now.

	Ryan could feel the question still sitting there, not gone, only set aside because dinner gave them both somewhere else to look.

	 

	***

	 

	The next day gave Ryan too much time to think and not enough room to do anything useful with it. Kristi had the day off, which should have made him happy, but instead it kept him trapped inside a version of normal life that now felt harder to perform. They folded laundry, watched half an episode of a show neither of them cared about, and made plans to order dinner later, while Ryan kept checking his phone every time it stayed quiet too long.

	By late afternoon, Kristi had settled on the couch with her laptop open and her feet tucked under her. Ryan sat beside her, pretending to scroll through news he was not reading. Every minute past five felt like borrowed time, and every sound from the street made him think of Maya, Lily, and Tessa crossing the yard again because he had not been summoned fast enough.

	His phone rang at 5:12.

	Ryan looked down and saw Maya's name. His hand tightened around the phone before he could stop it.

	Kristi glanced over. "Who's that?"

	"Just Maya," Ryan said too quickly.

	Kristi's eyebrows lifted. "Neighbor Maya?"

	"Yeah. Probably about, uh, a package or something."

	"A package?"

	Ryan stood, already answering before he had made the decision to do it. "Hey."

	Maya's voice came through calm and clear. “You're coming over at six."

	Ryan turned away from Kristi and walked toward the kitchen, but not far enough to make it obvious he was trying to hide. "Six might be hard."

	"It isn't a request."

	Kristi looked up from the couch. "Everything okay?"

	Ryan forced a quick smile in her direction. “Yeah. Just a neighbor thing."

	Maya waited through the lie as if she could see him making it. “You'll shower before you come. You'll shave everything. Legs, chest, underarms, anything Tessa finds. If she finds stubble because you rushed, that becomes tonight's first problem."

	Ryan gripped the edge of the counter. “I don't know if I can do that."

	Kristi closed her laptop halfway. "Do what?"

	Ryan felt heat rise under his collar. "Handle it before six," he said, aiming the words at both women and hoping they landed differently for each. "It's short notice."

	"It's plenty of notice," Maya said. “Kristi doesn't need you for the next forty-eight minutes."

	Ryan closed his eyes for half a second. “I'm not alone right now."

	"I know."

	The answer made his stomach drop. He looked toward the front window before he could stop himself, then turned away because that was worse. Kristi was watching him now, not suspicious enough to stand, but interested enough that every second of silence felt dangerous.

	Maya continued. "No guy clothes once you're getting ready. Shower, shave, clean up, and come over at six. If Kristi asks where you're going, make it boring."

	Ryan swallowed. “That's not easy."

	"It's supposed to be possible, not easy."

	Kristi stood from the couch and walked toward the kitchen. "Ryan?"

	He covered the bottom of the phone with his hand, which looked guilty the moment he did it. "It's fine."

	"It doesn't sound fine."

	Maya's voice sharpened just slightly. "Do not make her curious."

	Ryan uncovered the phone. "I'll take care of it."

	"Say the time."

	He looked at Kristi, then down at the counter. "Six."

	"And?"

	Ryan's mouth went dry. "And I'll be ready."

	"Better," Maya said. "Tell Kristi whatever you need to tell her. We'll see you soon."

	The call ended before he could answer. Ryan kept the phone to his ear for one useless second, then lowered it slowly and stared at the dark screen. He could feel Kristi standing a few feet away, waiting for him to turn around with an explanation that made sense.

	"What was that?" she asked.

	Ryan slipped the phone into his pocket and reached for a glass from the cabinet because his hands needed something to do. "Maya needs help with something next door."

	"At six?"

	"Yeah. They're moving something around in the basement, I guess. She asked if I could help for a little bit."

	Kristi looked at him carefully. “Yesterday you said you barely knew them.”

	Ryan poured water he did not want and drank too fast. "I don't. That's why it's annoying."

	"Then say no."

	He almost laughed, but there was no safe version of the sound. "It's fine. It'll probably take twenty minutes."

	Kristi leaned against the counter. "You're being weird about them."

	"I'm being weird because they're weird," Ryan said, and that was close enough to true that it came out more naturally than the rest. "I'll go over, help move whatever, and come back. Then we'll order dinner."

	She did not answer right away. Her eyes moved over his face the way they had the night before, searching for the thing that did not fit. Ryan held still and made himself breathe normally.

	"Okay," she said at last. "But if they start asking you to build furniture or haul boxes every weekend, I'm charging them."

	Ryan smiled because she expected him to. “Fair.”

	Kristi went back to the couch, but she did not reopen her laptop right away. Ryan stood at the counter with the glass in his hand and watched the clock on the microwave change to 5:18. Forty-two minutes was suddenly enough time to ruin everything and not enough time to prepare for any of it.

	By 5:32, Ryan had checked the clock on the microwave often enough that Kristi finally noticed. She was still on the couch, one leg tucked beneath her while she scrolled through her phone, looking comfortable in a way that made him feel trapped by his own living room. He stood in the kitchen with a glass of water he had barely touched, trying to think of a normal reason to disappear into the bathroom for long enough to do something he had no idea how to do.

	"You keep looking at the time," Kristi said.

	Ryan glanced away from the clock too late. "Do I?"

	"Yes."

	"I just feel gross," he said, then hated the sentence as soon as it left his mouth. “I mean, not sick. Just sweaty. I'm going to take a quick shower."

	Kristi looked up from her phone. “At this time?”

	"Yeah. It'll only take a few minutes."

	"You're showering before you go help them move something?"

	"I don't want to show up sweaty."

	Kristi's mouth shifted like she was trying not to smile. “That's very considerate for people you barely know."

	Ryan tried to laugh, but the sound came out thin enough that he turned it into a cough. “Maybe from moving stuff around earlier. I don't know. I just feel gross."

	Kristi studied him for one extra second, then shrugged. "Okay. I'm not stopping you."

	Ryan smiled like that had been casual and headed for the bathroom before she could make it harder. Once the door was closed, he leaned against it and looked at the clock on his phone. Twenty-seven minutes until six. If Kristi left immediately after, he might still make it close enough to survive Maya's expression and Tessa's notepad.

	He turned the shower on and opened the cabinet under the sink. The razor looked ordinary in his hand, which made the whole thing feel more ridiculous. He had shaved his face thousands of times, but legs, chest, underarms, and whatever Tessa decided counted as everything felt like a different language, one he was supposed to learn while his girlfriend sat twenty feet away.

	A bath would have made more sense. He could sit, slow down, see what he was doing, and maybe not carve himself up in the process. But Kristi would definitely think it was strange if he announced a bath at 5:35 on a random evening right before going next door to help neighbors he claimed not to know.

	So he stepped into the shower and tried to shave standing up.

	It went badly almost immediately. Water ran into his eyes, the soap slid off too fast, and every angle seemed designed to make him either miss a patch or cut himself. He braced one foot on the edge of the tub, slipped, caught the wall, and froze when the shampoo bottle clattered against the tile loud enough to sound like an accusation.

	"You okay?" Kristi called from the living room.

	"Fine," Ryan shouted back. Too loud. "Dropped something."

	He waited, listening through the running water, until he was sure she had not come closer. Then he kept going, faster than he should have, dragging the razor over his calves, thighs, chest, and underarms while trying not to think about why Tessa wanted him smooth. The worst part was how quickly the instruction became practical. He was not deciding whether to obey. He was deciding how much trouble missed hair would cause.

	When he finally shut off the water, his skin felt raw and unfamiliar. He twisted in front of the fogged mirror, wiping clear patches with his palm to check what he could see. There were missed spots. Of course there were missed spots. He went after them at the sink, teeth clenched, then cleaned the basin twice because the last thing he needed was Kristi asking why there was body hair in it.

	He came out in jeans and a T-shirt at 5:54.

	Kristi looked up. "That was not a few minutes."

	"Sorry. I got distracted."

	"In the shower?"

	"Thinking," he said, which was true enough to almost count. He grabbed his phone from the counter and pretended to check it casually, though the time hit him like a slap. "Actually, I should probably go help Maya before it gets too late."

	Kristi sat up. “Right now?”

	"Yeah. She said six, and I forgot."

	“You forgot the thing you were just acting weird about?"

	Ryan forced a smile. “I'm making it sound worse than it is. I'll go over, help them move whatever, and come back."

	Kristi looked toward the window facing the neighbors' house. "You really can say no to them."

	"I know."

	"Do you?"

	He walked over and kissed her before she could keep looking at him like that. It was quick, careful, and almost normal. “Order whatever you want if I'm not back fast. I'll text you."

	Kristi accepted the kiss, but her expression did not fully soften. She gathered her things slowly, her keys, her bag, the hoodie she had tossed over the chair. "I should head home anyway. I've got laundry."

	Ryan hated how relieved he felt. “Okay.”

	At the door, she paused with one hand on the knob. "You're sure everything's fine?"

	"Yeah," he said. "Everything's fine."

	Kristi left, and Ryan waited until her car pulled away before he moved. The moment her taillights disappeared, he checked the time again. Six-oh-three. He was already late, freshly shaved, badly prepared, and still wearing guy clothes in a house where Kristi was no longer there.

	 

	***

	 

	Ryan reached the girls' front door at 6:24, out of breath, freshly shaved, and already trying to build the explanation in his head. Kristi had been there. Kristi had asked questions. Kristi had lingered by the door. Every minute had felt dangerous for a different reason, and by the time her car finally pulled away, he had been so relieved that he almost forgot relief did not mean safety.

	Maya opened the door before he knocked a second time. She looked at him, then at her phone, then back at him with no surprise at all. "Twenty-four minutes."

	Ryan swallowed. "Kristi was still there. I couldn't just leave. I had to get her out without making her suspicious, and then I had to—”

	Maya stepped aside. "Inside."

	"I'm trying to explain."

	"I heard you start," Maya said. "That was enough."

	Ryan entered because staying on the porch would only make him later in a new way. Lily was waiting near the living room entrance, already smiling, while Tessa stood beside the dining table with a wooden paddle hanging at her side. It had Greek letters painted down one side, the kind of thing that might have looked decorative if Tessa had not been holding it like she had already decided what it was for.

	Ryan stopped. "What is that?"

	Tessa glanced at the paddle. "Mine."

	Lily's smile widened. “Sorority souvenir.”

	Maya closed the door behind him. “You were told six."

	"I know, but Kristi—”

	"No," Maya said. “Kristi is the reason you were told exactly what to do. She is not an excuse for failing to do it."

	"I didn't fail. I came as soon as I could."

	Tessa moved closer, paddle resting against her thigh. "You came late."

	Ryan looked from Tessa to Maya. “You can't be serious."

	Maya's expression stayed calm. "Twenty-four minutes late. Tessa?"

	That single word shifted the room. Maya had made the ruling, but she did not need to carry it out. Lily leaned back against the wall, delighted, while Tessa took Ryan by the wrist and guided him toward the dining table with a practical firmness that made arguing feel childish before he even began.

	"Hands on the table," Tessa said.

	Ryan pulled back. "No."

	Tessa stopped and looked at him. “Do you want to add more?"

	His mouth closed. He did not want to find out whether she meant it. He did not want Maya checking the time again, Lily laughing, or Kristi's name dragged back into the room as proof that refusal still had a price.

	Ryan put his hands on the edge of the table. "Feet apart," Tessa said. "And count."

	His face went hot. "Tessa."

	"Count," she repeated.

	The first strike landed hard enough to make him jolt against the table. It was not playful, and it was not wild. Tessa swung with controlled certainty, the flat crack of the paddle filling the room and turning his lateness into something he could feel.

	"One," he said, barely above a whisper.

	"Louder," Maya said.

	Ryan stared at the table. "One."

	The second came before he had fully prepared himself, then the third, each one spaced just far enough apart to make him wait for it. Lily did not make jokes at first. That almost made it worse. The room had gone quiet around Tessa's rhythm, Maya's attention, and Ryan's own voice forcing out the count.

	"Four."

	"Five."

	"Six."

	By twelve, his hands were gripping the table hard enough that his knuckles ached. By sixteen, he had stopped trying to make the numbers sound steady. By twenty, his eyes burned, and the explanation about Kristi felt useless even inside his own head. He had been late. They had decided what late cost. That was the only version of events that mattered in this room.

	"Twenty-three," he said, voice rough.

	Tessa paused long enough for him to know she was doing it on purpose.

	The last strike landed sharper than the others.

	"Twenty-four."

	Tessa stepped back. “Good. Now you can stop explaining."

	Ryan stayed bent over the table for a second longer than he meant to, breathing through the heat and sting, aware of Maya watching him with calm approval and Lily watching him like the night had finally become interesting. When he straightened, he avoided all three of their faces.

	Maya held out her hand. "Phone."

	Ryan gave it to her without making her ask again.

	"That was better," she said.

	"I got punished for being late."

	“You got punished for being late after being told exactly when to be here," Maya said. “There's a difference."

	Lily pushed away from the wall. "Now we can get to the fun part."

	Ryan looked toward her, wary despite the lingering pain. "What fun part?"

	Maya picked up her laptop from the side table, but she did not open it. "Basement."

	Ryan looked toward the stairs.

	Tessa rested the paddle against her thigh. "You were late upstairs. The work is downstairs.”

	The descent felt different from the night before. Ryan already knew what waited below, which meant he had no room left to pretend the basement was only storage, laundry, and a few lights they had thrown together on impulse. The studio corner had been prepared for him, and now he was walking toward it sore, late, and freshly reminded that Maya's rules had Tessa's hands behind them.

	The black dress was already waiting on the garment rack.

	Ryan saw it before anyone touched it. It hung apart from the other outfits, darker and more dramatic than anything they had shown him the night before, with the tulle train gathered carefully over the lower bar so it would not drag on the floor. Beneath it sat a pair of gold heels, placed side by side like they were part of the same decision.

	Lily followed his eyes and looked pleased. "There she is."

	Ryan stared at the dress. "No."

	Tessa set the paddle on the folding table beside Maya's laptop.

	He stopped.

	Maya opened the laptop, and the screen lit her face in the basement gloom. “Tonight is the launch set. Not practice. Not lighting tests. The first real series."

	Ryan shook his head, but the protest had no force behind it. His skin still burned, his phone was in Maya's hand again, and the dress waited on the rack like something chosen long before he arrived late.

	Tessa pointed toward the bathroom. "Clothes off. I'm checking the shaving first."

	“I did it."

	"I'll decide that."

	Lily lifted the gold heels from beneath the rack and placed them near the mirror. “And after inspection, we get you pretty."

	Ryan looked at the dress, the heels, the laptop, the paddle, and the strip of tape still waiting under the lights. The order of the evening arranged itself in front of him without anyone needing to explain it again. He had arrived late as Ryan, full of excuses and panic, but the girls were done treating that version of him as the one who mattered.

	Tessa's voice cut through the basement. "Bathroom."

	This time, Ryan moved.

	Ryan closed the bathroom door, then stood there for a second with his hands at his sides, listening to the girls moving around in the basement outside. Maya's laptop clicked open on the folding table. Lily's voice drifted near the garment rack, bright and pleased with herself. Tessa said nothing, which was somehow worse because Ryan knew she was waiting for him to come out.

	He undressed quickly, folding nothing because there was no dignity in pretending this was normal. The fresh sting from the paddle made every movement awkward, and the shaving made his skin feel too exposed under the bathroom light. He looked down at his legs, chest, and arms, searching for anything obvious before Tessa could find it first.

	There were missed spots. Of course there were.

	Ryan swore under his breath and reached for the door anyway. Hiding in the bathroom would only make him later in a new category, and he was beginning to understand that the girls had categories for everything. When he stepped out with his clothes gathered in one hand, Tessa was already standing near the mirror with her notepad.

	"Put those on the chair," she said.

	Ryan did, keeping his eyes away from Lily because she had stopped fussing with the dress to watch him. "I rushed."

	"We know," Maya said from the laptop.

	"I had about twenty minutes and Kristi was in the house."

	Tessa stepped closer. "That explains why you were nervous. It does not improve the result."

	Ryan's face heated. "It's not exactly something I have a lot of practice doing."

	"No," Tessa said. "That was obvious."

	Lily made a sympathetic little sound that did not feel sympathetic at all. “Poor thing. First real shave and already being graded."

	Ryan looked at her. “I feel ridiculous."

	"You are ridiculous," Lily said. "That's why we're helping."

	Tessa circled him with the same clinical attention she had used during the test shoot, only this was worse because there was no dress or wig between him and her judgment. She checked his calves first, then his thighs, his chest, and under his arms, not touching more than she needed to but making every glance feel like a correction waiting to be written down.

	"You missed the backs of both knees," she said.

	"I couldn't see them."

	"You missed one strip along your left calf."

	"I was standing in a shower."

	"And here." She tapped the air near his ribs with the end of her pen. “That one is just careless."

	Ryan looked down, irritated despite himself. “I was late because I was trying not to get caught by my girlfriend."

	Maya's eyes stayed on the screen. “You were late because you were given a difficult instruction and handled it badly."

	"That is not fair."

	"It doesn't need to be fair," Tessa said. “It needs to teach you."

	Ryan opened his mouth, then closed it. The paddle was still on the folding table beside Maya's laptop, close enough to make the argument feel poorly timed. He settled for looking away.

	Tessa pointed to a small basket on the lower shelf beside the mirror. “Razor. Lotion. Fix what I marked."

	"I just showered."

	"And now you can improve."

	Lily brought over a robe and held it out. "For modesty."

	Ryan stared at the short black satin robe in her hands. “That is not modesty.”

	"It's basement modesty," Lily said. “Different standard."

	He took it because standing there without anything was worse. The robe barely helped, but it gave his hands something to hold while he knelt near the mirror and cleaned up the places Tessa had listed. His skin was already sensitive, and each careful pass of the razor made him more aware of the fact that he was preparing his body for them by their standards.

	Tessa watched long enough to make sure he did not rush, then nodded once. “Better.”

	“Glad my knees meet approval."

	"They barely do."

	Lily laughed and carried the black dress from the rack. Up close, it looked even less forgiving. The bodice was structured and smooth, the skirt dramatic, and the tulle train spilled from her arm in dark layers that looked too elegant for the basement and too serious to be a joke.

	Ryan stared at it. "I'm supposed to wear that?"

	"You are going to wear that," Maya said.

	"I'm going to look insane."

	“No,” Lily said. “You looked insane when you tried to pretend a beige makeup smudge was shampoo."

	Ryan flinched before he could stop himself. "You don't know about that."

	Maya looked up at last. “You were nervous when you arrived. Kristi was still with you. You were late. You shaved badly. We can do math, Ryan."

	Tessa took the robe from his shoulders before he could answer. "Arms up."

	He obeyed, muttering, "This is completely ridiculous."

	"Good," Lily said, guiding the dress carefully over him. “Ridiculous is easier than boring."

	The dress settled around him with a weight and shape that made the champagne dress feel almost casual. Tessa adjusted the bodice, Lily arranged the fall of the skirt, and Maya watched the screen as if she were already placing him into the empty boxes on the site. Ryan stood in the center of them, smooth-skinned, sore, and trapped in the slow transformation from punished boyfriend to finished product.

	Lily stepped back and smiled. “Oh, this is much better."

	Ryan looked toward the mirror before he could stop himself. The black dress gave him a silhouette he did not want to understand, narrowing him, lengthening him, making the bare skin above the bodice and the sweep of the tulle look planned rather than absurd. Without the wig or makeup yet, the image was incomplete, but that made it worse. He could see where the girls were going.

	"I look ridiculous," he said again, quieter this time.

	Tessa picked up the blonde wig from its stand. "You keep saying that like it changes the schedule."

	Maya turned the laptop so the blank launch-set folder faced him. “Tonight, we find out whether ridiculous sells."

	Lily lifted the gold heels from beside the mirror and set them at his feet. "Step in carefully. These are not friendly heels."

	Ryan looked down at them, then at the black dress, then at the paddle resting beside Maya's laptop. Complaining had not saved him from the dress. It would not save him from the shoes. He stepped into the gold heels one at a time and held still while Lily fastened the straps around his ankles.

	By the time Lily finished fastening the second gold heel, Ryan's legs already felt wrong under him. The shoes were higher than the nude pair, narrower through the heel, and much less forgiving when he shifted his weight. The black dress made every movement feel larger than it was, the tulle train brushing the backs of his calves while the fitted bodice kept him aware of his posture even before Tessa started correcting it.

	"Don't lock your knees," Tessa said.

	Ryan looked down at the shoes. “I'm trying not to fall."

	"Those are related problems."

	Lily stood in front of him with the blonde wig in both hands, studying his face like she was deciding where the person underneath should disappear first. “The dress needs better hair than last night. Softer, but more styled. Like she knew exactly what she was getting dressed for, even if she's pretending she didn't."

	"She?" Ryan said.

	"You," Lily said. “But prettier."

	Ryan made a sound that was almost a laugh and almost a groan. “That is not helpful."

	"It wasn't for you."

	Tessa moved behind him and adjusted the back of the dress while Lily settled the wig into place. The hair fell in loose blonde curls around his shoulders, warmer and more polished than the test-shoot wig, and Ryan felt the shift immediately. The dress had already made him look different. The hair made the difference harder to argue with.

	Maya glanced from the laptop to the little bedroom set they had built in the cleared corner of the basement. "Couch first."

	Ryan followed her gaze and saw the white couch under the lights, with a small table beside it, candles arranged behind it, and a throw blanket folded too neatly to have anything to do with comfort. The setup looked cheap when he focused on one piece at a time, but through Maya's camera preview it became something else. Cropped correctly, lit correctly, and framed tightly, the basement stopped looking like a basement.

	"I'm not lying on that thing," Ryan said.

	“You're not lying anywhere yet,” Tessa said. "You're going to sit."

	"In this?"

	"That is generally how dresses work."

	Lily laughed and took his arm, guiding him toward the couch before he could think too hard about the walk. "Careful with the train. It's dramatic, and drama needs management."

	Ryan sat too quickly and immediately knew it was wrong. The skirt bunched, the tulle twisted under one thigh, and one gold heel slid too far forward. He tried to fix all of it at once, which only made Lily clap a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing harder.

	Tessa did not laugh. "Stand up."

	Ryan stared at her. “I just sat down.”

	"Badly."

	"This is absurd."

	"Yes," Tessa said. “And you're still going to learn it."

	He stood again, face hot, while Lily smoothed the tulle and arranged the black layers over the couch like they belonged to the furniture more than to him. Maya watched through the camera, not the room, and that made Ryan feel worse. She was already seeing what he would become after the frame cut away the awkward parts.

	Tessa touched his shoulder. "This time, sit on the edge first. Keep one knee forward. Let the other angle slightly. Do not drop into it like you're tired of standing in line.”

	“I am tired of standing."

	"Then sit correctly faster."

	Ryan tried again. This time, he lowered himself carefully, one hand on the couch, the other hovering uselessly until Tessa caught his wrist and placed it against the skirt. Lily moved the train around him in black waves, then adjusted the gold heel so it caught the light. The pose felt fake from inside his body, but when Maya took a test shot and turned the laptop slightly, the result did not look fake in the way he wanted it to.

	Maya studied the image. "The dress reads."

	"The legs read," Lily said.

	"The hands don't,” Tessa said. "His hands always give him away."

	Ryan looked at his hands. “What am I supposed to do with them?"

	"Stop asking that like the answer is going to be masculine," Tessa said.

	Lily knelt beside the couch and lifted his fingers into a softer position against the dark fabric. “You're not gripping. You're resting. Like you know you look good and you're pretending not to care who notices."

	"I do care who notices."

	"That is why your face keeps ruining it."

	Maya lifted the camera again. "Look toward me. Not directly. Past me, but not away from me."

	Ryan tried.

	Maya took several shots while Tessa made smaller corrections and Lily watched the preview over her shoulder. The pose changed by inches, but those inches mattered more than Ryan wanted to admit. By the time Maya lowered the camera, he was still uncomfortable, still embarrassed, and much less able to pretend the dress was the problem.

	They kept him on the couch long enough for the pose to stop feeling like one mistake and start feeling like a lesson. Tessa adjusted his knees, his ankles, his shoulders, the angle of his wrist, and the way the train fell over the side cushion. Lily gave him one story instead of five: a girl dressed too carefully, trying to look bored while knowing someone would want the rest.

	Maya finally lowered the camera and looked at the laptop for longer than usual. Lily moved in beside her, and Tessa stepped behind them with her notepad still in one hand. For a few seconds none of the girls looked at Ryan at all, and that silence frightened him more than the teasing.

	"What?" he asked.

	Lily's voice came out softer than he expected. "Oh."

	Ryan shifted on the couch. "Oh what?"

	Maya turned the laptop enough for him to see.

	The woman on the screen sat on the white couch in the black dress as if the room had been arranged for her, which of course it had. Blonde hair framed her face in loose curls. The gold heels caught the light beneath the dark sweep of tulle, and her lips were parted slightly, as if she had almost said something before the camera caught her.

	Ryan stared at the image, searching for the mistake that would give him back to himself. He found stiffness in one hand, tension in the mouth, a trace of panic around the eyes. None of it saved him. The picture still worked.

	"I don't look like that," he said.

	Tessa's expression barely changed, but something in her voice did. “You do when you listen."

	"I look ridiculous."

	"No," Maya said. "You feel ridiculous. Those are different problems."

	Lily leaned closer to the screen, smiling now in a way that had less to do with teasing and more to do with discovery. “This is the one. Not the exact one, maybe, but this look. Black dress, blonde hair, gold heels, trying not to admit she likes being seen."

	Ryan's face warmed. “I don't."

	"You don't have to," Maya said. "The page does."

	That landed badly. Ryan looked from the laptop to the camera, then to the lights and the folded train across his legs. Until then, some part of him had still treated the shoot as another thing the girls were doing to him in private. Cruel, humiliating, organized, but contained. Maya's voice made it sound like a product moving toward a shelf.

	Tessa pointed back to the center of the couch. "Again. Same position. This time, you're going to hold it without making us rebuild you after every shot."

	Ryan sat back into place because there was nowhere useful to go. Lily adjusted the train one more time, Maya lifted the camera, and Tessa stood close enough that Ryan could feel the next correction waiting before she spoke. The black dress settled around him, heavy and elegant, while the gold heels held his feet exactly where they wanted them.

	"Eyes up," Maya said.

	Ryan looked toward the camera.

	"Not at me," Maya said. “At the person who's going to pay to see the rest."

	His throat tightened. He wanted to tell her there would not be anyone like that, that this would never leave the basement, that nobody would look at him and want more. But the image was still open on the laptop, bright enough for him to see from the couch, and the lie would have sounded weak even to him.

	So he lifted his eyes, held the pose, and let Maya take the picture.

	Maya checked the last image on the laptop and finally lowered the camera. She did not smile right away, which made Ryan more nervous than Lily's delight or Tessa's corrections. Then she clicked one folder closed, opened another, and said, “That's enough for the launch set.”

	Ryan shifted on the white couch, careful not to tangle the black tulle under one heel. “Good. Then I'm changing."

	"No," Maya said.

	He looked up. "What do you mean, no?"

	Tessa stepped behind the couch and lifted the train away from the cushion so it would not catch when he stood. “You were late. You delayed the schedule. We still have cleanup, file sorting, and tomorrow's plan to finish."

	"That has nothing to do with me going home dressed like this."

	"It has everything to do with it," Maya said. "Changing you back takes time we do not owe you."

	Ryan stood carefully, one hand hovering near the bodice as if he could make the black dress less visible by worrying at it. The gold heels forced him to rise slowly, and Lily circled him with open satisfaction, adjusting one loose curl of the blonde wig where it had fallen against his cheek.

	"You look too good to waste anyway," she said. "Consider it continuity."

	"This is not continuity. This is insane."

	Tessa picked up the paddle from the folding table and rested it against her shoulder. "Careful."

	Ryan stopped with his mouth still partly open. The sting from earlier had faded into a steady soreness, but the memory of counting had not faded at all. He lowered his voice without meaning to.

	"Kristi could come back."

	Maya closed the laptop. "Then you should walk quickly."

	Lily gathered the tulle train and draped it over one of Ryan's arms. "Hold this so it doesn't drag in the grass. If you trip, I'm going to be annoyed about the dress before I'm annoyed about you."

	"That's comforting."

	"It wasn't meant to be," Maya said.

	They took him upstairs and out through the front door as if this had been decided before he ever arrived. The night air hit his bare shoulders first, cool enough to make him tense. The black dress felt far more impossible outside than the champagne one had, heavier, darker, more formal, the sort of thing that seemed to announce itself even in the shadow between the two houses.

	Ryan stepped onto the porch, clutching the gathered train in one hand. “At least let me take off the heels."

	"No," Tessa said.

	"I can move faster without them."

	"You can learn to move faster in them."

	Maya glanced toward Ryan's house. "Porch light is off. Go."

	Ryan crossed the yard alone this time. That was worse. The girls stayed by their door, watching him make the trip without the cover of walking between them. The heels sank slightly into the grass, and every step took too much concentration. He kept his head down, one hand full of black tulle, the other held away from his side because Lily had warned him not to crush the shape of the dress.

	He reached his porch and nearly laughed from relief.

	Then headlights swept across the driveway.

	Ryan froze with the key halfway to the lock. A car rolled slowly toward the curb, familiar enough that his mind recognized it before he was ready to. Kristi's car. Kristi, who had gone home. Kristi, who must have forgotten something, or changed her mind, or decided to come back for reasons he had no time to understand.

	The headlights caught him fully.

	Black dress. Blonde hair. Gold heels. One hand gripping the train like a panicked debutante caught sneaking home after midnight.

	Ryan turned his face away, but too late. The car stopped. The engine kept running for one awful second before it shut off, and the quiet afterward felt enormous.

	Kristi opened the driver's door and stepped out slowly. She did not say his name. She did not say anything at first. Her eyes moved over the dress, the hair, the shoes, and the bare shoulders, trying to turn the person on Ryan's porch into someone who made sense.

	Ryan stood with the key still in his hand.

	Kristi took one step closer. "Excuse me?"
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