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	Ryan stood on the porch with the key still in his hand, the black train gathered in one fist and the gold heels holding him in place. For one stupid second, he tried to believe the porch light was dim enough, the blonde curls were low enough, and the night was kind enough to give him a way out. Then Kristi's eyes found his face, and every piece of that hope disappeared.

	"Kristi," he said.

	She stopped halfway between her car and the porch. Her expression changed slowly, not like someone screaming or recoiling, but like someone being forced to accept one impossible detail at a time. The dress, the hair, the makeup, the bare shoulders, the gold straps around his ankles, and then him underneath all of it.

	"Ryan?"

	He tried to answer, but his mouth only opened. The tulle slipped lower in his hand, and he clutched it again because apparently that was the only problem his body knew how to solve. Kristi looked from the dress to his face, then down to the key still frozen halfway toward the lock.

	"I can explain," he said.

	Kristi gave a short laugh with no humor in it. "Can you?"

	"Yes. No. I mean, it's not what it looks like."

	"I don't know what it looks like," she said. "That's the problem."

	Ryan looked toward the girls' house before he could stop himself. Maya, Lily, and Tessa were still near their front door, watching from the shadowed edge of the porch. They had not moved yet, but their stillness had changed. This was no longer entertainment or punishment. This was damage.

	Kristi followed his glance. "Of course."

	"No," Ryan said quickly. “No, don't make it about them."

	"Then who should I make it about?" She turned back to him, and the confusion in her face had sharpened into something much harder. "Yesterday you said you barely knew them. Today Maya called you, and you went over there to help them move something in the basement. Now you're sneaking back to your house dressed like this."

	"I wasn't sneaking."

	She stared at him.

	Ryan looked down at himself, at the black dress, the train bunched in his hand, the shoes he could barely stand in, and wished he had chosen literally any other word. “I was coming home."

	"In a blonde wig?"

	"It's complicated."

	"Everything is complicated when you lie badly."

	The words hit cleanly because they were not dramatic. Kristi sounded less like she was accusing him and more like she had already started sorting through the last two days with a new light on them. The makeup smudge. The weird shower. The neighbor call. The basement excuse. Every detail he had barely survived was lining up against him.

	Ryan took a step toward her and nearly lost his balance when one heel caught at the edge of the mat. He grabbed the porch rail, the train spilling against his leg, and the stumble made his face burn. Kristi's expression flickered with concern, but it vanished almost as quickly as it came.

	"What do they have to do with this?" she asked.

	"Nothing."

	"Ryan."

	"Not nothing," he said, hating how fast the correction came. "But not what you think."

	"I do not know what I think."

	He looked back at the girls again, and this time Kristi caught it immediately. Her eyes narrowed, not at Maya or Lily or Tessa, but at him.

	"You keep looking over there."

	"I'm not."

	"You are. Every time I ask a real question, you look at Maya like she has the answer and you're hoping she won't say it."

	Ryan swallowed. The word blackmail sat in his throat like something with edges. If he said that, Kristi would ask why. If she asked why, everything came with it. The photos, the stolen pantyhose, the scarf, the break-in, the deal, the basement, all of it.

	"I didn't want you to see me like this," he said.

	Kristi's jaw tightened. "That is not an answer either."

	Across the yard, Lily shifted first. Maya put one hand out slightly, stopping her before she crossed too soon.

	Tessa stood beside them with her arms folded, her face unreadable except for the fact that she looked more worried than Ryan had ever seen her.

	Kristi noticed the movement. "They're watching us.” 

	"I know."

	"Why?"

	Ryan had no answer that did not make everything worse.

	Maya finally crossed the yard. She moved carefully, not rushing, not smiling, with Lily and Tessa following a step behind. Ryan felt the panic climb in his chest because Kristi turned to face them, and suddenly there was no way to keep the two halves of the night apart.

	"Kristi,” Maya said, stopping a few feet away. "This is not going to make sense on a sidewalk."

	Kristi looked her up and down. "You think?"

	Lily opened her mouth, then closed it. That alone showed Ryan how serious this had become. Tessa glanced at him once, and the look was cold enough to make him wish she had brought the paddle with her instead.

	Maya kept her voice calm. “There is a reason he looks like that."

	"I assumed there was."

	"And there is a reason he is doing such a bad job explaining it."

	Ryan's face burned. "Maya, don't."

	Kristi turned back to him. "Don't what?"

	He froze. The black dress suddenly felt like evidence wrapped around him, and the key in his hand felt ridiculous. His own front door was inches away, but it might as well have been across town.

	Tessa spoke before he could recover. "He wants to leave out the part that explains everything."

	Kristi looked at her. "What does that mean?"

	"It means," Maya said, before Tessa could make the answer sharper, “that you should hear the whole thing in order. Not from him panicking on a porch, and not from us shouting across the yard."

	Ryan shook his head. “Kristi, don't go over there."

	That was another mistake. He knew it from the way she looked at him.

	"Why not?"

	"Because they'll make it sound worse than it is."

	Tessa laughed once, short and ugly. "That is an incredible sentence from you."

	Kristi's eyes moved from Tessa to Ryan. "What did you do?"

	Ryan looked away.

	The quiet that followed was worse than any answer. Kristi stared at him long enough for the question to become something heavier, then turned back toward Maya. She did not look convinced. She did not look forgiving. She looked like someone who had walked into the middle of a story and already knew the person she trusted most had been hiding the first chapter.

	Maya held her ground. “Come inside for ten minutes. Sit down. Let us explain why he is dressed like that, and why he is so afraid of you hearing it."

	Ryan's voice came out too low. "Please don't."

	Kristi ignored him. She looked at Lily, then Tessa, then finally back at Maya. "Am I safe in your house?"

	"Yes," Maya said.

	"Is he?"

	Maya did not answer quite as quickly. "He is safer with you there than he is standing here trying to lie."

	Kristi absorbed that, then looked at Ryan again. Her eyes moved over the blonde hair, the makeup, the dress, and the train still gathered in his hand. Whatever she was feeling, she held it tightly enough that none of them got to see the full shape of it yet.

	"Are you coming?" she asked.

	Ryan stared at her. "What?"

	"If I am going next door to hear why my boyfriend is standing on his porch dressed like this, you are not staying here to change first."

	"Kristi."

	"No." Her voice hardened for the first time. "You don't get to come back looking normal before I find out what normal has been hiding."

	Maya stepped aside, leaving the path across the grass open. Lily looked relieved and nervous at the same time, while Tessa watched Ryan like she expected him to make one last stupid choice. Kristi did not wait for him. She turned toward the girls' house, then stopped after two steps and glanced back at the gathered tulle in his hand.

	"Bring the dress," she said.

	Ryan stepped down carefully, one gold heel finding the grass, then the other. His own house stayed behind him, dark and ordinary and suddenly useless, while Kristi walked toward the porch next door with Maya beside her. By the time they reached the warm light spilling from the girls' open doorway, Kristi had not softened, but she had not walked away either. She looked into the house, then back at Ryan, and said, “Fine. Ten minutes. Then someone is telling me the truth."

	Kristi sat on the edge of the couch with her purse still over one shoulder. She had not taken off her jacket, had not accepted water, and had not stopped looking at Ryan like she was waiting for the picture to correct itself. Ryan stood near the armchair in the black dress, the blonde wig, the makeup, and the gold heels, holding the gathered train because nobody had told him what else to do with it.

	Maya stood by the coffee table with the calm, careful posture of someone trying not to make a bad situation worse. Lily sat beside the armchair, unusually quiet, while Tessa stayed near the hallway with her arms folded and her eyes fixed on Ryan. The room felt too normal for what Kristi had just walked into, with throw pillows on the couch, a candle on the side table, and her boyfriend dressed like someone else in the middle of it.

	Kristi looked at Maya. “You said ten minutes."

	Maya nodded. "I did."

	"Then start."

	Tessa spoke before Maya could. “He broke into our house."

	Kristi's eyes moved to her. "What?"

	Ryan stepped forward too quickly, and one heel scraped the floor. "That's not exactly what happened."

	Tessa's expression did not change. "You came in when you thought we were gone. You went upstairs. You went into my bedroom. You opened my drawers, checked my desk, went through my nightstand, and then opened my closet."

	Kristi turned slowly toward Ryan. "You went into her bedroom?"

	"I thought something was wrong," Ryan said.

	Lily let out a small laugh, but there was no humor in it. "You thought something was wrong in her dresser?"

	Ryan looked at Kristi, not Lily. "They set me up."

	Maya nodded once. "We did. We wanted to see what he would do if he thought we were gone."

	Kristi stared at her. "And what he did was break in."

	"Yes," Maya said. "That part is on him."

	Ryan's mouth opened, then closed. Maya admitting it so plainly seemed to make his own explanation smaller. Kristi looked from Maya to Ryan, waiting for him to improve his defense, but he only shifted his weight in the gold heels and looked down.

	Lily leaned forward. “That wasn't the first problem, though. Before that, he was watching us."

	"I wasn't watching you," Ryan said.

	Lily looked at him. "Ryan."

	He swallowed.

	"You stood at the window," Lily said. "You watched us on the patio. You watched Maya outside. You watched Tessa at the laundry rack. At first we thought you were just nosy and uptight, which was creepy enough, but then we found the photos."

	Kristi's face changed. "Photos?"

	Maya reached into a drawer under the side table and took out a plain envelope. She set it on the coffee table but did not open it yet. The envelope was thin, ordinary, and somehow worse than a dramatic reveal would have been.

	"We found his camera and a memory card in his office," Maya said. “There were pictures of us taken from his window. Some were cropped. Some were sorted into folders."

	Kristi did not look at Ryan right away. She looked at the envelope first, as if the extra second might keep it from being real. Then she turned to him, and the expression on her face made him grip the train tighter.

	"You took pictures of them?"

	Ryan shook his head. “It wasn't like that."

	"Then what was it like?"

	"I was annoyed. I was curious. It got out of hand."

	Tessa pushed away from the wall. "You photographed me hanging up my pantyhose."

	Kristi's mouth parted slightly. "Ryan."

	"I know it sounds bad."

	"It is bad," Maya said.

	Ryan looked at her. “You don't need to help."

	"I'm not helping you."

	Tessa stepped to the coffee table and placed a plastic bag beside the envelope. Inside were the black pantyhose and Lily's scarf, folded badly and trapped beneath the glare of the overhead light. Kristi looked at the bag, then at Tessa, then at Lily, and Ryan saw the next piece settle into place before anyone said it.

	Tessa pointed to the pantyhose. "Those are mine."

	Lily nodded toward the scarf. "That's mine."

	Kristi's voice came out lower. "Why are they in a bag?"

	"Because that is how we found them," Maya said. "In his office drawer."

	Ryan spoke too fast. "They blew over."

	"No," Tessa said.

	"I found them."

	"You hid them," Lily said. “Under printer paper.”

	Kristi stood. She did it slowly, but the movement still made Ryan step back as if she had come at him. She looked at the envelope, the plastic bag, the three women, then finally at him in the black dress and blonde wig.

	"You stole from them," she said.

	"I meant to give it back."

	"You photographed them."

	"I didn't mean anything by it."

	"You broke into her bedroom."

	"They trapped me."

	"By leaving their own house?” Kristi asked.

	Ryan had no answer. The dress rustled when he shifted, and the sound seemed impossibly loud in the quiet that followed. He wanted to say something that would make him sound like himself again, but everything available to him was either a lie, an excuse, or a confession.

	Maya stayed near the table. "Kristi, we are not pretending we handled this gently. We used what we found. We scared him. We made him answer for it."

	Ryan looked at her sharply. "You blackmailed me."

	"Yes," Maya said. "Because you begged us not to tell Kristi, and you said you would do anything."

	Kristi closed her eyes for half a second. When she opened them again, the hurt had changed into something quieter and harder. Ryan recognized that look less than anger, and that frightened him more.

	"You let me talk about moving in," she said.

	"Kristi."

	"You let me plan our life while you had pictures of the girls next door in folders."

	"It wasn't like that."

	"You keep saying that, and it keeps not helping."

	Ryan's shoulders dropped. For the first time since she had seen him on the porch, he did not seem to have another defense ready. He only stood there in the dress, exposed and ridiculous and suddenly much smaller than the secret he had tried to keep.

	Kristi looked at the plastic bag again. "And we were talking about getting married."

	His face tightened. "We still can."

	"No." The word came out before he finished, and Kristi seemed almost surprised by how certain it sounded. She looked at him fully, not flinching from the dress this time, and said, "I'm glad I found out before that happened."

	Ryan stared at her. "You don't mean that."

	"I do."

	"You're upset."

	"Yes," she said. "But I'm not confused about that part."

	Nobody spoke for a moment. Lily looked down at her hands, Tessa's jaw stayed tight, and Maya gave Kristi the silence instead of trying to fill it. Ryan looked as if he wanted someone else to interrupt, someone to move the scene away from the sentence that had just landed between him and Kristi, but nobody rescued him from it.

	Kristi took a slow breath and looked again at the envelope, the bag, and the three women who had brought her into the room. "I understand why he lied. I understand why he was scared of me finding out. I even understand why you had proof."

	Ryan looked up too quickly. "Then you understand this has gone too far."

	Kristi turned back to him. “No. I understand that you went too far first."

	The answer left him silent. The black dress, the wig, the lipstick, and the gold heels made that silence more humiliating than any argument could have been. Kristi looked him over from head to toe, not with forgiveness and not with sympathy, but with a different question forming now that the first one had been answered.

	"But I still don't understand this," she said. "I don't understand why he's dressed this way."

	Kristi's eyes did not leave Ryan. For a moment, the dress seemed almost secondary to everything underneath it: the photos, the stolen things, the lie he had carried while letting her talk about a future with him. When she finally spoke, her voice was low and controlled.

	"You said anything because you thought it would save you from me finding out."

	Ryan swallowed. "I was scared."

	"You should have been scared before you did it," Kristi said.

	He flinched, and for the first time, none of the girls needed to say anything. Kristi looked at the black dress again, the blonde wig, the makeup, the gold heels, and the train gathered uselessly in his hand.

	"I thought this was the part I couldn't understand," she said. "But it's not. This is strange, Ryan. This is humiliating. This is a lot." She looked back into his eyes, and the anger finally showed through the disappointment. "But somehow it is still not the worst thing I've heard tonight."

	Kristi looked at Ryan for a long moment, and the anger on her face changed into something that scared him more. It cooled. It settled. She was no longer reacting to the shock of the dress or the blonde wig or the fact that three women from next door had just explained the ugliest version of his secret life. She was deciding what to do with him.

	"I'm going back to your place," she said.

	Ryan lifted his head too quickly. "Kristi, wait."

	"No." She reached for her purse and slid the strap higher on her shoulder. "I'm going to pack up whatever I still have over there. Clothes, toiletries, the stuff in your bathroom, anything I left because I thought I was slowly moving into my future husband's house."

	His face went pale beneath the makeup. "Please don't say it like that." 

	"How should I say it?" Kristi asked. "Should I say I'm glad I found out before I gave up my lease? Should I say I'm glad I found out before I married a man who took pictures of the girls next door and hid their things in his office?"

	Ryan opened his mouth, but no defense came. The black dress gave a faint rustle when he shifted his weight, and Kristi's eyes dipped to it. For the first time, she looked at the outfit without confusion. She looked at it like it belonged to the same answer as everything else.

	"You know what?" she said quietly. "Do whatever you want with him."

	Maya, Lily, and Tessa all looked at her then. Even Tessa, who had been waiting for Kristi to hate him properly, seemed briefly surprised by the flatness in her voice. Lily leaned forward a little, her attention sharpening in a way Ryan recognized from the basement.

	Ryan shook his head. “Kristi."

	She ignored him. "The dresses almost make sense now. Not because I understand this whole thing, because I absolutely do not. But because standing here like that, painted and scared and trying to argue around what you did, you don't look like the man I thought I knew."

	"I am," Ryan said.

	"No," Kristi said. "You're not. Maybe you never were."

	The room went still. Maya did not rush into the opening. Tessa watched Kristi with something close to approval, but Lily was the one whose expression changed from anger to calculation. She looked at Ryan, then at Kristi, then at the envelope and the plastic bag still sitting on the coffee table.

	"There's something else,” Lily said.

	Maya turned slightly. "Lily."

	"No, she should know." Lily sat up straighter, speaking to Kristi now instead of Ryan. "We weren't just dressing him up because it was funny. It started because he said anything, and because Tessa wanted him to wear what he stole. But then we realized it could be more than that."

	Kristi looked wary again. “More how?"

	Lily glanced at Maya for permission. Maya's face said this was not how she would have introduced it, but she gave one small nod. Lily took that as enough.

	"Pictures," Lily said. "Videos eventually. A site. Paid access. A controlled identity, not Ryan exactly. Someone prettier, more pathetic, more useful.

	We already tested photos. We were starting to build the first real set." 

	Ryan stared at her. "Lily, shut up."

	Kristi turned toward him. "You do not get to tell anyone to shut up right now."

	He closed his mouth. The obedience landed in the room, small but unmistakable, and Lily's eyes brightened despite the seriousness of the moment. Kristi noticed that too, and instead of looking offended, she looked thoughtful.

	Maya stepped in, taking over before Lily made it sound like a dare instead of a business. "There is a market for this. Men who want to watch a man lose control of his image. Men who want feminization, embarrassment, training, transformation, whatever name they put on it. We already have the equipment, the location, and enough leverage to make sure he follows directions."

	Tessa added, "And he photographs better than he wants to admit." 

	Ryan flinched. "Don't."

	"You do," Tessa said. "The black dress worked."

	Kristi looked at him again, this time with a colder curiosity. "You took pictures of him dressed like this?"

	"Not just like this," Lily said. “Better. The lighting helps. So does the blonde hair. He keeps trying to make it ugly by panicking, but that almost makes it work more."

	"That's disgusting," Ryan said.

	Maya's eyes moved to him. "You took secret photos of women from your window."

	He looked away.

	Kristi stayed standing, but she no longer seemed as ready to leave the room. Her gaze moved over the coffee table again, then toward the front door, then back to Maya. Ryan could almost see the arithmetic forming, and that frightened him in a new way. Kristi had been planning to move into his townhome when her lease ended. She had been planning a marriage. Now both plans had fallen apart in one night, and Maya had just put a different kind of plan in front of her.

	"How much money are you talking about?" Kristi asked.

	Ryan's head snapped toward her. "What?"

	Lily answered before anyone else could. "It depends how consistent we are. If it's just random pictures, not much. If it's a real character, regular updates, a good hook, and the right subscribers, it can be very worth the effort."

	Maya kept it practical. "Enough to matter. Not instantly. Not magically. But with the right niche and steady content, it could cover rent, expenses, maybe more if it catches."

	Tessa looked at Ryan. "And he already owes us."

	Kristi's expression tightened at that word, but she did not reject it. She looked at Ryan in the black dress, with the blonde wig framing his nervous face and the gold heels forcing his stance into something careful and exposed. Whatever future she had been picturing with him was gone now, but something else sat in the space it left.

	Maya watched her closely. "You do not have to be involved. You can walk out, take your things, and we will deal with Ryan."

	Ryan's voice cracked. "Deal with me?"

	Maya ignored him. “But I need to ask you plainly. Are you fine with Ryan doing this?"

	Kristi looked at Ryan for several seconds. His face shifted with hope, because he heard the question as a possible rescue. He seemed to believe there was still a version of Kristi who would object on his behalf, who would say no, who would pull him out of the room because whatever he had done, this was still too much.

	"No," Kristi said.

	Ryan breathed out in relief.

	She looked him over once more, and the relief died before it finished crossing his face.

	"No," Kristi repeated. "It's not right for Ryan."

	Lily tilted her head. "But?"

	Kristi's eyes stayed on him. “But it might be perfect for Renee."

	Ryan stared at her as if she had slapped him. "What?"

	The name hung in the room, light and impossible and already stronger than anything he could say against it. Maya's face changed first, a small recognition that Kristi had not just understood the idea, but improved it. Tessa smiled slowly, and Lily looked delighted enough to forget that she had been trying to behave.

	Kristi adjusted the strap of her purse and finally looked away from Ryan. "I'm still packing my things," she said. "After that, you can explain what Renee is worth."

	 

	***

	 

	Two months later, Renee sat at the vanity while Kristi adjusted the red bow in her hair.

	That was what they called her now when the cameras were out, when the lights were on, when Maya was downstairs checking upload schedules, when Lily was writing captions, and when Tessa was deciding whether Renee had earned the softer tone or the stricter one. Ryan still existed on tax forms, old emails, and the driver's license tucked away in a drawer Kristi had not let him use in weeks. In the house next door, under the warm bulbs around the mirror, Ryan was mostly useful as something Renee used to be.

	"Hold still," Kristi said.

	Renee looked at her in the mirror. The red dress had been Lily's idea, a bright retro thing with a fitted bodice, a black belt, and a skirt that made sitting properly feel like a job. The bow made it worse because it should have looked silly, but it didn't. With the blonde curls, the lipstick, and the red beads at her throat, the whole thing came together in a way that made Renee feel foolish for wanting it to look worse.

	"I am holding still," Renee said.

	"You are sulking still. That's different."

	Kristi smiled as she straightened the bow, and the mirror caught both of them in the same frame. Kristi was in jeans and a soft beige top, makeup light, hair loose, looking like the woman Ryan had once imagined coming home to at the end of ordinary days. She had a lipstick tube in one hand and a date tonight with a man named Daniel, and somehow those two facts had become part of the same morning.

	Renee tried not to look at the lipstick. "You don't have to enjoy this so much."

	"I don't have to do any of this," Kristi said. "That's one of the things I like about it."

	The answer settled between them with the same calm weight it always did. Kristi had not moved into Ryan's house after all, at least not as his grateful fiancée. She had moved in on her own terms, first because her lease was ending and Ryan had made a wreck of their plans, then because Renee's numbers had made the arrangement impossible to ignore. What had started as punishment had turned into rent, bills, savings, and finally a business that paid better than Ryan's job had.

	Kristi leaned down and studied Renee's mouth in the mirror. “Lips."

	Renee opened her mouth slightly, then caught the little obedient motion and hated herself for it. Kristi noticed, of course. She always noticed more now, as if the collapse of their old relationship had given her permission to see the parts of Ryan she had spent years politely overlooking.

	"That's better," Kristi said, touching up the red at the corner of Renee's mouth. "You're learning."

	"I had two video calls yesterday and a custom set before breakfast. I'd better be learning something."

	"You had three video calls yesterday," Kristi said. "You keep forgetting the guy from Oregon."

	"I'm trying to forget the guy from Oregon."

	Kristi laughed softly and capped the lipstick. "He paid extra to be remembered."

	Renee looked away from the mirror, but there was nowhere useful for her eyes to go. The vanity was crowded with brushes, powder, lashes, clips, perfume bottles, and the neat little red lipstick Kristi had chosen because it matched the dress too well. On the bed behind them, Lily had left the white gloves, a pair of stockings, and a clipboard with the day's shoot ideas. Maya's printed schedule was beside it, clean and merciless as always.

	Kristi lifted Renee's chin with two fingers and turned her face back toward the mirror. “Don't pout. They like it too much."

	"That's supposed to make me stop?"

	"No. It's supposed to remind you that pouting is billable."

	Renee's cheeks warmed, and the blush Lily had applied earlier made the reaction too visible. That was another thing she had learned. Makeup did not hide humiliation. It organized it. It made every embarrassed flicker cleaner, prettier, and easier to sell.

	Kristi stepped back and looked at the full effect. "Red really is good on you."

	"Please don't."

	"It is. The black dress made Renee look expensive. The blue dress made her look innocent. This one makes her look like she answers the phone in a very bad office and ruins men's afternoons."

	Renee stared at her. "That was weirdly specific."

	"It's today's theme."

	"Of course it is."

	Kristi set the lipstick on the vanity and picked up a small red prop telephone from the table. Lily had found it online and announced that it was ridiculous enough to be perfect. Maya had agreed once she saw the pre-orders for "Renee takes your call," and Tessa had added a rule that Renee had to answer every command with "Yes, sir" during the first set.

	"You should be happier," Kristi said. "Business is good."

	"That doesn't make it less humiliating."

	"No," Kristi said. “It makes the humiliation productive."

	Renee looked at her in the mirror. "You've gotten very comfortable saying things like that."

	Kristi's smile faded a little, but not into guilt. That had been the strangest part of the last two months. She had been angry, hurt, and cold for a while, and all of that had made sense. What Ryan had not expected was the way practicality filled the space afterward. Kristi had looked at the wreckage of their engagement, the website numbers, and the men paying to watch Renee blush through scripted apologies, then decided sentiment was the least useful thing in the room.

	"I had to get comfortable with a lot of things," she said. “You made sure of that."

	Renee lowered her eyes.

	"No," Kristi said. "Look at me when I say it."

	Renee did.

	"You lied to me. You took pictures of them. You stole from them. Then you begged everyone not to let me see what you were." Kristi touched the bow again, a tiny adjustment that did not need to be made. "So yes, I got comfortable. You gave me incentive."

	"I said I was sorry."

	"You are sorry," Kristi said. “That's one of Renee's selling points."

	The words landed harder than Renee wanted them to. Downstairs, a door opened and Lily's voice floated up, bright and busy, asking Maya whether the masked segment was before or after the solo phone set. Kristi glanced toward the door, then back at Renee in the mirror.

	"They want me in today," Kristi said.

	Renee stiffened. "In the video?"

	"Masked, obviously. Maya says the subscribers love it when one of us adjusts you on camera. Tessa says they love it because you get nervous."

	"They love it because it's degrading."

	Kristi tilted her head. "Yes. That does seem to be the business."

	Renee's hands tightened in her lap. The red dress made the gesture look small and fussy, which was probably why Tessa had not corrected it yet. "You're going on a date tonight."

	"I am."

	"With him."

	"With Daniel,” Kristi said. “Yes.”

	"And then you're coming here first to shoot videos with me."

	"With Renee," Kristi corrected. "Ryan doesn't have a shoot today."

	Renee hated the little distinction and how natural it sounded coming from her. Kristi had been the slowest to use the name at first, which had made it worse when she finally did. Maya used Renee like a file label, Lily used it like a fantasy, and Tessa used it like discipline. Kristi used it like an answer.

	"I don't understand how you can do both," Renee said.

	"Date him and help with you?”

	"Yes."

	Kristi considered that, then leaned one hip against the vanity. "Because I'm not sure I'm marrying Ryan anymore. I'm deciding what kind of life I want, and Daniel is part of that decision."

	Renee swallowed. "And I'm what?"

	Kristi looked at the red dress, the bow, the lipstick, the carefully shaped blonde curls, and the anxious eyes looking back from the mirror. "You're part of the business."

	"That's cruel."

	"It's honest."

	Renee's mouth trembled, and Kristi noticed that too. She picked up the lipstick again, not because it needed fixing, but because the gesture made Renee hold still. The old Kristi might have softened at the look on Ryan's face. This Kristi softened only enough to keep the product from smearing.

	"You want to know the funny thing?" Kristi asked.

	"No."

	"The men who call you are nicer to Renee than Ryan was to me."

	Renee flinched. “That's not fair."

	Kristi's expression hardened. “Don't say fair to me."

	Silence filled the vanity for a moment. The bulbs hummed softly around the mirror, and downstairs Lily laughed at something Maya said. The house had become so familiar now that Renee knew every sound of it, every stair creak, every drawer in the basement studio, every place where a camera might be set up before anyone told her to smile.

	Kristi softened her voice, but not the meaning. "They adore you, Renee. They pay to talk to you. They buy your pictures. They ask whether you've been good for the women. They want to hear you say you're trying. Do you know how strange that is?"

	Renee stared at the reflection. "Yes."

	"No, I mean strange for me." Kristi brushed one curl back from Renee's cheek. "I spent years trying to get Ryan to be honest, and a hundred horny men on the internet figured out Renee in six weeks."

	"That's not me."

	"It is when the camera turns on."

	Renee looked down, but Kristi's fingers returned under her chin and lifted her face again. The touch was gentle enough to remember and firm enough to obey. That was what made Kristi different from the others. Maya managed. Lily invented. Tessa corrected. Kristi knew where Ryan used to be, and she had stopped pretending that made him safe.

	"We need the intro stills before Tessa comes up," Kristi said.

	Renee's eyes widened. "Already?"

	Kristi smiled, but this time there was a clearer edge beneath it. "I have a date tonight. I can't spend all afternoon getting you pretty."

	"You keep saying that."

	"That you're pretty?"

	"That you have a date."

	"I know." Kristi picked up the red phone and placed it carefully in Renee's lap. "It seems to bother you."

	Renee looked at the phone, then at Kristi, then at the mirror where the blonde woman in red looked back with glossy lips and worried eyes. “It does."

	"Good," Kristi said. "Use that."

	She stepped behind Renee again and adjusted the bow one final time. In the mirror, Kristi looked calm, warm, and almost affectionate, which made the whole thing worse. Renee looked feminized, frightened, and profitable.

	Kristi leaned close enough that her voice would not carry downstairs. "The first line is simple. Pick up the phone, look at the camera, and make him believe you're happy he called."

	Renee shook her head faintly. "Kristi."

	The phone rang before Kristi could answer.

	For a second, neither of them moved. The bright red receiver sat in Renee's lap, suddenly less like a prop and more like a test she had failed to avoid. Kristi's eyes met hers in the mirror, calm and expectant, and Renee knew there was no version of the next minute where Ryan got to answer.

	She lifted the receiver slowly. The lipstick felt suddenly heavier. The bow felt ridiculous. The red phone sat in her hand like a joke that had become a job, and somewhere on the other end was one more man who had paid to hear her sound soft, eager, and available.

	Renee brought the receiver to her ear and let her voice drop into the sweet, purring tone Lily had taught her and Tessa always made her repeat until it sounded natural.

	"Hi, baby," Renee said quietly. "This is Renee."

	Kristi smiled.

	"Better," she said.

	The caller's voice was faint, just a murmur through the receiver, but Renee understood enough. Her eyes flicked to the mirror, to the red dress, the bow, the necklace, the glossy lipstick, and the blonde curls arranged around a face that still looked nervous if she forgot to perform. The compliment made her cheeks warm, and the warmth made the blush work better.

	"I'm glad you like it," Renee purred, hating how easily the line came now. "My girlfriend picked it out for me. She says red makes me look extra tempting today."

	The man on the phone said something else, and Renee's fingers tightened around the receiver. For one second, Ryan rose up inside her, humiliated and furious, desperate to drop the voice and hang up. Then her eyes moved to the vanity, to the makeup Kristi had bought with subscriber money, to the house they were keeping because Renee could pay for it, to the schedule waiting downstairs with three more calls and a custom set after lunch.

	The bills did not care how humiliated she felt. The business did not care whether Ryan wanted his old voice back. Renee took a slow breath and gave the caller what he had paid for.

	"I wish you were here," she said, softer now, letting the words curl at the edges. "This zipper is so hard to reach by myself. I think I'd need you standing right behind me, nice and close, helping me out of it very slowly."

	Kristi reached past Renee and switched on the small camera mounted near the mirror, angling it just enough to catch Renee's reflection, the red bow, the glossy mouth, and the embarrassed little pause before she remembered to keep smiling. Then Kristi stepped away from the vanity and slipped on her Mardi Gras mask, tying the ribbons behind her head with the same easy confidence she had once used to fix Ryan's collar before dinner.

	Renee kept the receiver to her ear while the caller answered. She nodded along, lashes lowered, mouth curved into the expression Lily called "available but expensive." Inside, Ryan burned with shame. Outside, Renee smiled like the shame was part of the service.

	Kristi picked up the riding crop from the bed, then gathered the pink lace cuffs Lily had laid out beside the stockings.

	"This is going to be a very fun shoot," Kristi said, her voice light enough to sound almost affectionate. "I'll be waiting for you in the basement. Take your time."

	Renee stared at her through the mirror, lips parted around the next sweet answer the caller had paid to hear. Kristi gave her one last approving look, then left the room with the crop in one hand and the cuffs in the other. The camera light stayed on.

	 

	THE END
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