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Chloe froze in the doorway.

Her fingers tightened around the edge of the door. Her painted lips parted, but nothing came out as her eyes moved between the two women standing outside, first one and then the other, as though her mind refused to accept what she was seeing. The pleasant expression she normally wore for guests had disappeared completely.

Her attention settled first on the dark-haired woman.

If Chloe remembered correctly, Laura and Abby were the same age, which would make Laura twenty-seven now. Three years had changed her, although not enough that Chloe failed to recognise her.

The most obvious difference was her hair. The last time Chloe had seen her it had been almost as blonde as Chloe’s own was now, but that colour had vanished completely. It was jet black, long and glossy as it fell neatly around her shoulders. Against her pale complexion, the darker colour sharpened her features and made a familiar face seem strangely different.

There was nothing extravagant about her appearance. Her makeup was simple and understated, lightly defining her eyes and adding a faint colour to her lips without drawing attention to itself. She wore dark leggings, simple flat shoes and an ordinary jacket. She could have passed Chloe in a supermarket and barely earned a second glance.

Except for the smile.

That familiar smile was already spreading across her face, and Chloe had always hated it. To anyone else it might have looked playful, even charming, but Chloe knew what it usually meant. Laura wore it when she found something cruel amusing, when a comment embarrassed someone or one of her supposedly harmless suggestions produced exactly the result she wanted. There was always the same little glimmer of satisfaction behind it whenever she realised she had gained the upper hand.

And now she was looking at Chloe with that smile again.

Laura gave a quiet chuckle. “What’s wrong, Charlie? Cat got your tongue?”

The name hit Chloe harder than she expected. Her breath caught as fear tightened inside her chest.

Charlie.

Hearing it from Laura was different. Laura knew what that name meant. She knew who Chloe had once been and how much had changed during the past three years. The casual way she used it made Chloe feel exposed, as though Laura had looked straight through the blonde hair, makeup, polished latex uniform and years of training to something Chloe had been taught to leave buried.

Her training reacted instantly.

Charlie is not your name.

She did not answer. She was not supposed to answer to Charlie.

But the silence stretched, and Chloe became aware of the second woman staring at her.

Those eyes.

She knew those eyes.

They were fixed upon Chloe with an intensity that made her stomach twist. The woman’s head remained strangely still while her gaze travelled over Chloe’s face, blonde hair, painted lips and finally the maid’s uniform fitted tightly around her body.

She was searching. Chloe could see it in the way those familiar eyes lingered over every altered feature, looking for something underneath all the changes. There was shock in them, disbelief, and for fleeting moments something that looked like recognition.

She knows me.

Chloe’s fingers tightened around the door.

That’s my wife.

The thought came with such force that for a moment the three years between them seemed to disappear. She remembered being Charlie, remembered Abby beside her and the life they had once shared.

Then Felix appeared at her side.

He looked completely at ease in a fitted grey T-shirt, dark blue jeans and simple brown shoes. There was nothing formal or intimidating about what he wore. He looked as though this were nothing more than an ordinary afternoon at home.

“Chloe.”

His voice pulled her sharply back into the present.

She jolted.

Felix looked from her to the women still waiting outside. “I taught you better than this. Are you really going to leave my guests standing on the doorstep?”

Her eyes dropped immediately.

“M-Master, I…” Panic tangled the words together. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—I just…”

She glanced towards Laura and then Abby, only for those familiar eyes to make everything worse.

“I’m so sorry, Master. I-I wasn’t thinking. Please forgive me.”

Felix reached out and gently took her beneath the chin, raising her face until she was looking directly at him.

“Look at me, Chloe.”

She obeyed immediately. “Yes, Master.”

For a few seconds Felix filled her vision. The familiar scent of his aftershave and the steady pressure of his fingers beneath her chin gave Chloe something solid to concentrate on while everything at the doorway threatened to overwhelm her.

“Greet my guests, Chloe.”

“Yes, Master!”

The reply came almost too quickly. When he released her chin, Chloe turned back towards the two women and drew a quiet breath.

She knew how to do this. She had welcomed guests into Felix’s home countless times before. All she had to do was stand properly, smile and offer the polite greeting expected of her. It should have been effortless.

Yet the moment her eyes returned to Abby, every familiar word seemed to disappear.

“Laura and…”

Laura’s familiar smile sharpened. “Mistress Laura.”

Chloe hesitated. Her lips remained parted, but for a moment she could not make herself begin the greeting again.

Felix’s voice came calmly from beside her. “You heard her.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Mistress Laura and…”

The words caught in her throat.

She knew the name. Of course she knew it.

Abby.

It should have been the easiest part of the greeting, but the moment she tried to say it her throat seemed to close around the sound.

“Mistress Laura and…”

Her voice faded again.

Abby was facing Chloe directly, just as Laura was. Her gaze found Chloe’s and held there, breaking through the training Chloe was desperately trying to cling to. This should have been simple. She was standing in her Master’s doorway and had been ordered to welcome his guests properly.

But the part of her that still remembered being Charlie could not see a guest.

It saw her wife.

My wife.

Chloe swallowed.

“Ab…”

The sound died before she could complete the name.

For one aching moment she wanted to step through the doorway, take Abby’s hands and ask where she had been. She wanted to know what had happened during the three years they had been apart and say her name the way Charlie once had, without titles, permission or wondering whether she was allowed.

Chloe fought the impulse.

You are Chloe. This is Master’s home. She is a guest. Greet her properly.

Still the name would not come.

Saying Abby meant accepting that this really was her, that the life Chloe had spent three years being taught not to dwell upon was suddenly standing directly in front of her.

As she stared, she began to take in how much Abby herself had changed.

She was much taller than Chloe remembered. The soft brown hair was gone, replaced by striking scarlet red that had grown long and been pulled tightly into a high ponytail, leaving her face completely exposed.

Something about that face seemed wrong.

At first Chloe thought it was simply the makeup. Her skin looked unnaturally smooth and taut, almost too perfect, while remarkably little of her expression seemed to move. Her lips were sharply coloured and her eyes darkly framed, yet the longer Chloe looked, the less it resembled makeup that had simply been applied that morning.

The colour was too exact, too permanent. There were none of the tiny imperfections Chloe expected to see. Combined with the strange stillness of her features, it gave Abby an artificial perfection Chloe could not reconcile with the woman she remembered.

Chloe’s eyes travelled lower.

A long, glossy black rain poncho covered almost her entire body, falling from her shoulders towards her feet and concealing whatever she wore beneath it.

Then Chloe understood why she seemed so much taller.

The boots looked cruel. They forced Abby’s feet into an extreme position, her toes pointing almost directly towards the floor so that she appeared to be permanently standing on tiptoe. They added several inches to her already considerable height, and Chloe could not imagine how she managed to walk in them.

Yet none of those changes affected Chloe as much as her face, because she still knew those eyes.

Everything around those eyes seemed almost empty. There was no smile, no obvious anger and barely any visible reaction to seeing Chloe transformed beyond recognition. But the eyes still belonged to Abby. They watched Chloe with the same quiet intensity, searching her altered face as though trying to find something familiar beneath it.

Chloe had not seen her for three years, not since their home and belongings had been sold and Chloe had moved into her Master’s house.

Laura had been watching her struggle the entire time. Her smile widened, and a curious little chuckle escaped her.

“Oh dear.”

Heat spread beneath Chloe’s makeup.

“Mistress Laura and—”

Felix’s patience finally ran out.

His hand came sharply against Chloe’s bottom beneath the short hem of her dress. The sudden sting made her gasp and snap upright.

“CHLOE.”

His voice cut through everything else.

“I said greet my guests.”

“Yes, Master! I’m sorry, Master!”

Panic swept aside the confusion and her training took over. Chloe straightened immediately, her legs coming neatly together as her shoulders settled into the posture she had been taught. The pleasant smile returned to her painted lips despite the heat burning across her face.

She looked towards Laura and then Abby, refusing to give herself time to think.

“Mistress Laura, Abby, welcome to Master’s home. Please come inside. May I take your coats?”

This time the words came clearly, almost automatically.

Laura laughed softly as Chloe pulled the door wider and stepped aside. Outwardly the hesitation had passed. Chloe’s practised smile remained perfectly in place, but inside she was still struggling to quiet everything Abby’s appearance had dragged back to the surface.

Laura crossed the threshold without hesitation.

Abby remained outside.

For a moment Chloe forgot about Laura completely.

Abby’s face showed almost nothing. No anger, no surprise, not even the obvious shock Chloe might have expected after three years apart. Her smooth cheeks and sharply defined lips barely moved, leaving Chloe with the unsettling impression that whatever she was feeling had nowhere to show itself.

Only her eyes betrayed her.

They dropped briefly before lifting towards Chloe, only to slip away almost at once. Abby blinked several times in quick succession, a faint shine gathering in them as though she were struggling to keep something contained.

Her head remained perfectly still, facing Chloe directly. Only her eyes moved freely.

They returned to Chloe and lingered, travelling slowly over her blonde hair, painted face and glossy maid’s uniform before finally meeting her gaze.

For several seconds neither one looked away.

Three years of wondering about Abby, three years of memories Chloe had been taught not to dwell upon, and now her wife was only a few feet away looking almost as unfamiliar to Chloe as Chloe must have looked to her.

Was I the only one who had been changed?

Abby’s gaze finally faltered.

Chloe wanted to say something. Anything.

Instead, she maintained the welcoming smile expected of her.

That was when she noticed the slender leash hanging from Laura’s hand.

Her eyes followed it towards Abby.

Laura gave it a gentle pull.

Abby responded instantly, stepping across the threshold without hesitation. The leash was attached to a wide, glossy latex collar encircling her neck. It rose high enough to hold her head rigidly in place, preventing her from lowering her chin or turning easily to either side.

Chloe finally understood.

It had not been indifference.

Now that Laura had drawn her inside and Abby had turned towards her Mistress, she simply could not turn her head back to look at Chloe properly.

The ballet boots forced her to move in tiny, careful steps. When Laura continued forward without slowing, Abby hurried to keep pace, managing little more than a rapid series of short steps across the hallway. As she moved into position behind her Mistress, her body turned until she was side-on to Chloe, the rigid collar keeping her head aligned towards Laura. From that point, if she wanted to see Chloe, she could only do so from the corner of her eye.

Chloe’s eyes followed her.

Seeing Abby like this made everything feel even more unreal.
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Laura crossed to Felix and embraced him without hesitation, one arm slipping easily around his shoulders.

“It has been far too long.”

Felix returned the embrace with a genuine smile. “It has. You look fantastic.”

Laura drew back just enough to look him over, her hand still resting lightly against his upper arm.

“Mmm. So do you.” Her eyes travelled over him with deliberate exaggeration before returning to his face. “You’ve been looking after yourself.”

Felix laughed. “Was that actually a compliment?”

“Don’t sound so surprised.”

“Coming from you? I’m suspicious.”

Laura gave his arm a playful squeeze. “As you should be.”

They both laughed. There was real warmth between them, the easy familiarity of two people who had known one another for years and understood each other exceptionally well. Yet Chloe noticed something else beneath it. Their smiles were genuine, but neither completely relaxed around the other.

Laura glanced towards Chloe. “You’ve been busy.”

Felix followed her gaze, and obvious pride appeared in his expression. “I took my time.”

“I can see that.” Laura looked back at him with an approving smile. “You always were annoyingly patient.”

“And you always wanted everything yesterday.”

“Oh, please.” Laura leaned a little closer. “I can be very patient when the reward is worth waiting for.”

Felix raised an eyebrow. “That sounds almost mature.”

“Careful. Keep talking like that and I might think you’ve missed me.”

“I did miss you.”

Laura seemed genuinely pleased by the answer. “Well…” She brushed an imaginary speck from the front of his shirt. “Perhaps I missed you a little too.”

“A little?”

“Don’t push your luck, Felix.”

He laughed again.

Chloe watched them quietly. There was affection there, certainly more than she had expected, but neither was foolish enough to mistake affection for trust. Each knew exactly how patient, intelligent and manipulative the other could be.

Perhaps that was why they got along so well.

Neither needed to pretend.

Chloe quietly closed the front door, the latch clicking into place behind them. She moved automatically to her usual waiting position, legs neatly together, hands folded in front of her and eyes lowered.

Every part of her wanted to look at Abby, but she kept her gaze lowered. This time the restraint was deliberate. She knew exactly what she wanted to do and exactly why she was stopping herself.

She wanted to ask what had happened during those three years, why her wife was standing behind Laura in impossible boots, hidden beneath a glossy poncho with a leash attached to her collar. Most of all, Chloe wanted to hear Abby’s voice again.

But she remained silent. She had not been given permission to speak.

Felix turned his attention back to Laura. “I wasn’t completely sure you’d actually come today.”

Laura placed a hand dramatically against her chest. “You wound me.”

“I know you.”

“That’s true.” Her playful expression sharpened for just a moment. “Although if you ever think you know me completely, I’ll be terribly disappointed.”

Felix smiled. “I’d never make that mistake.”

“Good boy.”

He laughed, and Laura’s eyes sparkled with amusement as she moved a fraction closer.

“There you are. Still cautious.”

“And you’re still trouble.”

“I prefer interesting.”

“I’m sure you do.”

Laura chuckled and gave his arm another affectionate squeeze.

“Still Felix.”

Felix smiled back at her. “Still Laura.”

For a moment they simply looked at one another, the old familiarity still there beneath the teasing.

Laura let the loose end of Abby’s leash slide once through her fingers, then her attention drifted towards Chloe.

“And speaking of interesting…” Her smile widened. “I have to say, I love what you’ve done with Charlie.”

Felix laughed softly and glanced towards his maid.

“She doesn’t respond to Charlie anymore.”

Laura’s eyebrows rose. “Really?”

“Not at all. That name disappeared a long time ago.” His expression turned faintly amused. “She even had it changed legally. As far as anyone is concerned now, she’s Chloe.”

Laura looked at her more closely.

“I can see the name isn’t the only thing you changed.”

Heat began creeping beneath Chloe’s makeup as Laura’s gaze moved slowly over her face.

“The forehead?”

“Smoothed and rounded,” Felix replied casually. “The brow was softened as well. It opened her eyes up.”

“And the nose?”

“Narrowed. Finer bridge, smaller tip.”

Laura smiled. “I thought so. The cheeks are different too.”

“Higher and fuller.”

“And that jaw definitely wasn’t like that before.”

Felix gave a small laugh. “No. The old jaw was much heavier. It’s softer now, and the chin was reduced to match.”

Chloe’s fingers pressed lightly together in front of her. Hearing the old features listed one by one made the changes feel less like a face and more like an inventory of things that had been taken apart and rebuilt.

Laura stepped a little closer, examining Chloe with open curiosity.

“You even changed the hairline.”

“Brought it forward and rounded the temples. It frames her face better.”

Laura’s attention settled on Chloe’s lips.

“And those?”

“Fuller. Especially the lower lip.” Felix glanced at Chloe before adding with deliberate casualness, “Perfect for oral.”

Laura laughed.

Heat flooded Chloe’s cheeks. She kept her practised smile in place, hoping desperately that her foundation and blush hid just how red she had become.

At Laura’s side, Abby’s head remained fixed towards her Mistress. Only her eyes shifted at the sound of the laughter, catching Chloe from the corner of her vision for a heartbeat before settling forward again. Chloe noticed, and the brief contact made the heat beneath her makeup worse.

“You really didn’t leave much of Charlie’s face behind, did you?” Laura’s gaze dropped briefly to Chloe’s throat. “And her Adam’s apple?”

“Reduced.”

“And that voice certainly isn’t Charlie’s.”

“No.” Felix sounded quietly proud. “There was a lot of training and some modification. She spent a long time learning how to place it properly and stop falling back into the old habits.”

Laura looked directly at Chloe. “Could you still do his voice if you wanted to?”

Before Chloe could decide whether the question was even meant for her, Felix answered.

“I doubt it. She might force it a little deeper, but after this long I don’t think she could get anywhere near the way she used to sound.”

“So even if she tried to sound like Charlie…”

“She’d still sound like Chloe.”

The remark made Laura chuckle before she turned fully towards her.

“So, Chloe. Do you like your new name?”

The question sounded harmless, which somehow made it worse.

Chloe could feel Felix watching her, but she was even more conscious of Abby standing only a few feet away, facing Laura. Her wife. The woman who had known her before any of this.

She wanted to look at her. Her eyes stayed lowered, and a strange realisation followed: she was not merely choosing not to look. Part of her was waiting for somebody to tell her that she could.

She kept them there.

“Yes, Mistress Laura,” she replied in the sweet, soft voice that had become natural to her. “I’m very grateful to Master for changing it for me.”

Laura laughed, clearly delighted by how easily the answer came.

“Oh, Felix. You really have been thorough.”

“I had to be. She was reluctant.”

“Reluctant?” Laura looked Chloe over with exaggerated disbelief. “Our Chloe?”

Felix smiled. “Very, at first.”

“What finally tipped her?”

“Chastity,” Felix said. “That was the turning point.”

Laura’s smile sharpened. “How long?”

“A few days at first. Then a week. Longer after that.”

“And whenever she wanted something from you…” Laura let the sentence trail off.

Felix smiled. “There were conditions. A new rule, another lesson, sometimes another change. Eventually she started agreeing before I’d even finished explaining.”

Laura’s thumb absently stroked the loop of Abby’s leash while Felix spoke. Abby remained facing her Mistress, perfectly still, as though the conversation were about somebody else entirely.

Chloe remembered those conversations far too clearly.

At first every promise had seemed temporary and every concession small. A few days had become a week, a week had become longer, and each time the possibility of finally receiving what she wanted had made the next rule seem easier to accept.

Somewhere along the way, asking Felix for permission had become more natural than resisting him.

Laura watched Chloe’s face with obvious amusement.

“So that was the secret?”

“Pretty much. The longer it went on, the more important my approval became to her. Eventually the changes stopped being things she resisted and became things she wanted to get right for me.”

Laura gave a soft, delighted laugh. “Oh, Chloe. That is wonderfully cruel.”

Chloe maintained her smile, though the humiliation burning beneath her makeup was becoming harder to hide.

“And now?” Laura asked.

Felix looked towards Chloe, his expression turning deliberately teasing.

“Now she’s my devoted girl. Always eager to make sure her Master has everything he needs.”

Pride came first, quick and warm, at the approval in Felix’s voice. Only a heartbeat later did Chloe realise what she was pleased about, and embarrassment chased after it, deepening the colour in her cheeks.

Laura noticed immediately. Of course she did.

Her smile widened before her attention shifted towards Abby.

“I wonder what my Dolly thinks of all this.”

Chloe kept her eyes lowered because that was where they already were. Only after a second did she realise she had wanted to turn towards Abby. The obedience had happened before the wish had fully formed.

This time Abby gave her nothing. She remained exactly where Laura had positioned her, facing her Mistress while the leash hung loosely between them. Her head did not turn, her lips did not move and even her eyes stayed forward.

The absence of even a tiny sideways glance unsettled Chloe more than a visible reaction might have.

Chloe still had a head full of questions she was forcing herself not to act upon. Abby’s stillness seemed different. Chloe could not tell whether her wife was fighting just as hard beneath the surface or whether the thought of moving without Laura’s permission no longer arose at all. The second possibility frightened her.

Laura returned her attention to Chloe and stepped closer.

“Look at me.”

Chloe’s eyes lifted instantly.

“You really are happy with the name?”

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

“And you don’t miss being called Charlie?”

This time Chloe did not hesitate. She smiled and gave the smallest shake of her head.

“I am Chloe, Mistress, and I love my new name.”

The words came easily.

Then she noticed Felix smiling at her.

That familiar look of approval sent a tiny involuntary response through her body, barely enough for her to feel the chastity beneath her dress shift.

No one else appeared to notice.

Laura studied her for another moment before turning back towards Felix.

“If I didn’t know she was Charlie, I’d never have guessed.”

Felix slipped a hand lightly around Laura’s arm and gestured towards the living room.

“Come on. Let’s sit down. Can I get you a drink?”

“Please. Have you got Diet Coke?”

“Of course.”

He glanced back at Chloe. “Two Diet Cokes, Chloe.”

“Yes, Master.”

Chloe gathered the sides of her skirt and lowered herself into a slow, careful curtsey, holding the position for the required five count before rising again. By the time she rose, Felix was already heading towards the living room while Laura remained beside Abby for a moment, the leash still loose between them.

She hurried towards the kitchen, her heels clicking sharply once she reached the hard floor. Her stride remained small and precise, the glossy latex moving closely with her body while the short skirt shifted around the tops of her stockings.

Abby did not turn as Chloe moved away. Laura had not told her to.

The high collar kept her head fixed towards her Mistress, but Chloe still crossed the edge of her peripheral vision. Abby tracked her as far as she could without moving her head, searching that narrow glimpse for something familiar.

The face Abby had seen at the door was completely different, softened and reshaped beneath carefully styled blonde hair and perfect makeup. Even the voice had been wrong: lighter, sweeter, without the deeper tone she remembered.

Now she watched the little she could still see of Chloe’s retreating profile, waiting for some old mannerism to reveal itself.

For a few steps, nothing did.

The straight posture, measured little steps and gentle movement of her hips all looked natural now. Then Chloe’s left hand brushed the side of her skirt in a small, almost absent-minded movement. Charlie used to make a similar little gesture against the seam of his trousers when he was nervous.

Recognition struck so suddenly that Abby almost forgot to breathe. Then Chloe gathered the edge of her skirt with practised precision, corrected her shoulders and continued towards the kitchen. The tiny resemblance vanished beneath movements that belonged completely to the maid Laura had called Chloe.

It had been there for less than a second.

Abby wanted to follow her farther, but the high collar and Laura’s position set the limit. She kept facing her Mistress while her eyes strained sideways until Chloe reached the edge of her vision.

That one familiar gesture should have made her call out. She should have said his name, asked what Felix had done or demanded to know whether Charlie was still in there somewhere.

Yet the thought of actually speaking never came.

It was not a choice she considered and then rejected. It simply did not occur to her that she could.

Laura had not told her to speak.

So Abby remained silent.

The leash hung loosely from her collar, but it hardly mattered. Laura did not need to pull it to keep her where she wanted her. Abby stood exactly as she had been placed, her feet held in the unforgiving position demanded by the ballet boots and her head fixed towards her Mistress by the high collar. Only her eyes could move, and even they could follow Chloe only until she slipped beyond the corner of Abby’s vision.

Charlie. That was Charlie.

The memories were still there: his face before the changes, his voice, the way he had moved around their home without thinking, all the tiny habits accumulated over years of marriage. She tried to place those memories over the woman disappearing into the kitchen, but they would not fit.

There was only Chloe.

Even that thought brought no outward reaction. Abby’s face remained smooth and still, her lips closed and her body obediently positioned beside Laura, giving away nothing of the confusion turning over inside her.

By the time Chloe disappeared completely from that narrow edge of vision, Abby was looking forward at Laura again.

She had not moved or spoken.

She had not even considered asking permission to do either.

The leash gave a gentle pull at her collar as Laura started walking.

Abby reacted immediately, hurrying after her Mistress in tiny, careful steps. The ballet boots allowed little more, forcing her to move quickly just to keep the leash from tightening again. Laura barely seemed to notice, following Felix into the living room with the easy confidence of someone entering the home of an old friend.

Laura slowed once inside and glanced around with open interest.

“This is nice,” she said. “Very you.”

Felix smiled as he settled into his armchair. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“It was meant as one.”

He gestured towards the sofa. “Make yourself comfortable.”

Laura crossed to it and sat, smoothing her clothes beneath her before crossing one leg over the other. Her gaze wandered around the room, admiring the little details, while Abby stood silently nearby with the leash still leading from her collar to Laura’s hand.

As Abby waited, a memory of Charlie surfaced unexpectedly.

Not from the years after Laura and Felix had entered their lives, but from before them. One of the last ordinary memories she had of the two of them together, when their marriage had still belonged entirely to them and neither had any idea how completely that was about to change.

They had been walking through the park when someone’s ball bounced from the path and rolled straight into the pond. Charlie had gone after it before Abby could stop him, stepping into the shallows and reaching down to retrieve it. By the time he climbed back onto the bank, his trousers were soaked almost to the knees.

Abby remembered laughing at him as he stood there with the dripping ball in one hand, staring down at his ruined trousers with that embarrassed little expression he always wore whenever one of his good intentions went wrong.

Everything had felt so ordinary.

Charlie was still Charlie. She was still Abby. They were husband and wife, walking through a park together and laughing over a pair of wet trousers.

Neither of them knew those were among the last moments when their lives were still entirely their own.

Then Laura had appeared.

A stranger then.

She had laughed too, but kindly, offering Charlie a packet of tissues and suggesting he take his shoes and socks off for a few minutes rather than spend the rest of the afternoon squelching around in them.

Abby had thanked her, and they had started talking.

Laura had been funny, confident and effortlessly friendly. Within minutes she had Abby laughing. Within an hour they were exchanging numbers.
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It had seemed so ordinary.

So accidental.

“Doll.”

Laura’s voice pulled Abby instantly back into the room.

Her attention fixed upon her Mistress.

Laura shifted the leash absently in her fingers before letting it slip from her hand.

“Move against the wall. Face it.”

Abby moved before the command had properly settled in her thoughts. She turned and started across the room at once, the loose leash swaying from her collar while her tiny steps tapped rapidly against the floor.

Another fragment surfaced as she moved: Laura sitting beside her in the park while Charlie tried to dry his feet, asking Abby what she did for work, the two women discovering how easily conversation came. Charlie had eventually returned to sit beside them, trousers still wet, joking that he had been abandoned for five minutes and already replaced.

Abby had laughed.

Laura had laughed harder.

That was how it started.

Something tightened inside her.

She wanted to stop just once, to turn towards the doorway Chloe had disappeared through and somehow connect the woman she had just seen with the man standing dripping beside that pond all those years ago.

Her body did neither.

Three years of obedience carried her onwards before the thought had even finished forming. She stopped just short of the wall and faced it exactly as instructed.

Behind her, Laura and Felix continued talking as though nothing unusual had happened. Abby stared at the wall, the leash hanging freely down her front.

Laura no longer needed to hold it.

Another memory surfaced: Laura calling the next day, then coffee, then another afternoon together. It had happened so quickly that Abby had once thought of it as one of those rare friendships that simply clicked from the beginning.

Now she knew that afternoon in the park had been something else as well.

A dividing line between their life before Laura and Felix and everything that came after.

“Good girl,” Laura said casually from behind her.

The words silenced everything else.

Abby straightened almost imperceptibly at the praise, then became still again, staring at the wall while the memory of Charlie standing beside that pond—wet, embarrassed, laughing and still entirely himself—remained painfully clear in her mind.

From there she could hear everything behind her, but she could see nothing of Chloe at all.
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Laura watched her for barely a moment before returning her attention to Felix.

“I’m impressed,” she said, settling comfortably into the sofa. “Seeing Chloe up close is something else.”

Felix leaned back in his armchair, clearly pleased. “Thank you.”

“You sound proud.”

“I am proud of her.”

“Her?” Laura teased.

“And myself,” he admitted with a grin.

“That sounds more like you.” Laura rested an elbow against the arm of the sofa. “I knew what you were trying to do, but actually seeing the result is different. You didn’t just change how she looks. Even the way she carries herself is different.”

“That took longer than the face.”

“I imagine quite a lot of it did.”

Felix nodded. “The hardest part wasn’t any single change. It was getting her to stop thinking of all of it as temporary.”

“And you let her keep telling herself that?”

“For a while.”

Laura laughed softly and crossed one leg over the other. “Of course you did.”

“Why argue? Once one thing felt normal, I moved on to the next.”

Laura understood immediately. “You changed what normal meant.”

“Exactly.”

Laura regarded him with unmistakable respect. “That is very you.”

Felix smiled. “You would have done it differently.”

“Oh, certainly. Probably less elegantly.”

“And with considerably more drama.”

“Drama keeps things entertaining.”

Her gaze shifted towards the doorway through which Chloe had disappeared.

“There is one thing I’ve wondered about.”

Felix recognised the tone immediately. “Go on.”

Laura’s smile became wickedly playful.

“Has she got past the men thing?”

Felix laughed. “Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“That was the stubborn part.”

Laura’s grin widened. “I knew there had to be one.”

Felix shook his head at the memory. “Changing how she looked was easier. Clothes and lessons could just be rules. Intimacy made her start asking what everything meant.”

Laura leaned forward slightly. “So what did you do?”

“Same thing I always did.”

“Time?”

“And repetition.”

Laura rolled her eyes playfully. “You and your patience.”

“I stopped letting every intimate moment become a crisis. The more ordinary I made it, the less room she had to turn it into an argument about who she was.”

Laura chuckled. “Behavioural therapy.”

“Pretty much.”

“And persistence?”

“Obviously.”

That earned a warmer laugh from Laura.

“So the barrier’s gone?”

“Not entirely.” Felix’s expression carried quiet satisfaction. “But she doesn’t stop herself the way she used to.”

Facing the wall, Abby heard every word. She did not turn; Laura’s command still held. The only movement was a slow blink towards the blank surface in front of her.

Laura glanced towards Abby, still standing perfectly motionless at the wall.

“Well, Doll,” she said lightly, knowing perfectly well Abby had not been invited to answer, “I wonder what you make of hearing all that about your husband.”

Abby did not react. Her posture remained exact, her head stayed facing the wall, and not a muscle in her smooth face visibly moved.

Laura watched her for a moment, amusement lingering in her eyes, then turned back to Felix.

“I suppose neither of us can complain about how things turned out.”

Felix chuckled and glanced towards Abby.

“Well, enough about my girl. What about yours?”

A slow, knowing smile appeared on Laura’s face.

“Oh, I could tell you.”

“But?”

“I think I’d rather wait for Chloe.”

Felix raised an eyebrow, then let his gaze travel over Abby where she stood facing the wall.

“Those boots can’t exactly be easy to ignore.”

Laura laughed softly. “They aren’t supposed to be.”

“And the collar?”

“That either.”

“How often does she actually wear them?”

Laura’s expression turned almost proud. “Always.”

“Always?”

“Pretty much. The collar only comes off when I’m washing her properly, and the boots are the same. Otherwise, they stay on.”

Felix’s eyebrows lifted. “Even at night?”

“Especially at night.”

He gave a quiet laugh. “You make her sleep in those?”

“Of course.” Laura glanced towards Abby with open amusement. “There’s no point teaching Doll that something is normal if I keep giving her breaks from it. She sleeps in the boots and collar, wakes up in them and starts the next day exactly as she finished the last.”

Felix looked at Abby again, taking in the rigid posture forced by the collar and the severe angle of the boots.

“And she’s used to it?”

“She is now. At first she noticed every second of it—every step, every movement, every time the collar stopped her turning her head. Now?” Laura smiled. “Most of the time I think she notices when they’re not there.”

“That sounds more like you.”

Laura gave him an amused look. “You say that as if it’s a criticism.”

“It wasn’t.”

“Good.” Her smile sharpened slightly. “Washing is the only real exception. Everything comes off, she gets cleaned, checked and dried, then it all goes straight back on.”

Felix shook his head with a quiet laugh. “You really have been thorough.”

“Oh, Felix. You have no idea.”

“But you’re still not telling me?”

“I’d rather wait for Chloe.” Laura settled deeper into the sofa. “It would be terribly rude to tell all the interesting parts while she’s out of the room.”

“You just want an audience.”

“Obviously.”

Felix laughed.

A gentle tap sounded at the door.

Laura’s grin widened. “She even knocks.”

“Enter.”

The door opened and Chloe stepped carefully into the room carrying a silver tray level in both hands. Two tall glasses of Diet Coke rested upon it, the ice shifting with a faint clink as she crossed the threshold.

Her uniform remained immaculate, but Chloe could feel the effort of keeping it that way: warmth trapped beneath the polished latex, the garter clips tugging lightly with each measured step and the narrow heels keeping her stride small. The white apron remained perfectly centred, the cap secure against her blonde bun, and the tray stayed level as she crossed the room.

A soft, pleasant smile rested upon her painted lips while her eyes remained respectfully lowered towards the tray.

[image: Chloe sets two glasses of Diet Coke on the coffee table while Felix and Laura sit nearby and Dolly faces the wall.]

Chloe crossed to the coffee table and carefully set down the drinks before straightening, bringing the empty tray against herself and stepping back to wait.

From across the room came the occasional faint rustle of Abby’s poncho, barely more than a whisper of glossy material whenever she adjusted her balance in the severe boots.

Facing the wall, Abby heard Chloe enter but could not see her. Laura’s instruction still held. The click of Chloe’s heels crossed behind her, followed by the soft clink of ice shifting in the glasses.

For a moment the sound brought back an ordinary memory of Charlie carrying two mugs from their kitchen, always pausing just before he set them down as though checking he had not mixed up whose was whose. Abby could not know whether Chloe had paused in the same way now. She had only the sounds behind her, and the memory they had awakened.

Chloe did not need to look.

She knew her wife was still there.

Felix picked up his drink.

“Well,” he said to Laura, “shall we get to it?”

“Already?”

“Unless you’d rather wait until after lunch.”

Laura took a leisurely sip. “Mmm. Tempting.”

Felix waited, knowing her well enough not to interrupt.

She chuckled. “No. Let’s relax for a while. I’ve only just arrived.” Her smile turned mischievous. “Besides, anticipation makes everything more interesting.”

“You haven’t changed.”

“I’d be disappointed if I had.”

Another faint rustle came from Abby, but Laura did not look towards her.

Felix turned to Chloe. “Carry on with your chores.”

“Yes, Master.”

Chloe curtseyed immediately, holding the position as required before rising and leaving the room.

The moment the door closed behind her, her practised smile disappeared.

Abby was here.

Her wife was actually here.

She stood in the hallway for barely a second before Felix’s instruction pushed her back into motion. Crossing to the cupboard beneath the stairs, she pulled out the vacuum cleaner and carefully unwound its cable.

She had imagined seeing Abby again hundreds of times.

None of those imagined reunions had looked anything like this.

Chloe lifted the vacuum and began carrying it upstairs. Her locked heels made the climb awkward, forcing her to place each foot carefully while keeping her free hand close to the banister.

Why hasn’t Abby spoken to me?

The question would not leave her.

There had barely been an opportunity, Chloe knew that, but she desperately wanted to hear Abby’s voice directed towards her. Her name, a greeting, anything.

She reached the landing, set the vacuum down and plugged it into the nearest socket.

The motor roared to life.
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Chloe began at the far end of the cream carpet, slowly working her way towards the stairs in neat overlapping lines, but her thoughts stayed downstairs.

Abby’s hair had been brown. Chloe remembered it falling around her shoulders while they sat together in their old home. Now it was scarlet red and pulled tightly back, another familiar part of her replaced by something Chloe barely recognised.

A much smaller memory surfaced before Chloe could stop it: a Saturday in the supermarket, Abby dropping the wrong brand of tea into the trolley and Charlie putting it back. Abby had rolled her eyes, taken it off the shelf again and told him he could survive one box that was not his favourite. They had been laughing before they reached the end of the aisle.

Nothing important had happened. That was why it hurt. They had once been able to disagree over something as pointless as tea without either of them needing permission from anyone.

Perhaps the poncho made everything look worse than it really was. Maybe Abby wore ordinary clothes beneath it. Maybe the collar and boots were only for today, some temporary game or punishment. Chloe seized on the possibility even while another part of her knew how desperately convenient it sounded.

Then her thoughts turned to Laura.

Even the name made something tighten inside her.

Chloe had never trusted her. There had always been something about that smile, the way every suggestion sounded harmless and every objection somehow seemed unreasonable by the time Laura had finished talking.

If only I’d convinced Abby to stop being friends with her.

That thought had returned countless times during the years they had been apart.

If only she had insisted. If only she had said plainly that she did not trust Laura and did not want her involved in their lives.

Would Abby have listened?

Perhaps they would have argued. Perhaps Abby would have accused her of trying to choose her friends, and perhaps nothing would have changed.

But at least Chloe would have tried.

She drew the vacuum slowly back towards herself, leaving another neat strip in the carpet.

She remembered the clothes Laura thought Abby should wear, the people she encouraged them to spend time with and the countless little suggestions that had never seemed important enough to fight over.

That was the worst part.

No single moment had ever felt large enough to justify an argument.

Chloe reached the top of the stairs and switched off the vacuum.

Silence filled the landing.

Downstairs, Abby was only a short distance away.

Chloe wanted to leave the vacuum where it was, walk back into that room and ask one question.

Are you all right?

Nothing more.

But Felix had told her to continue with her chores.

She unplugged the vacuum and left it at the top of the staircase. Taking the plug and cable with her, Chloe descended carefully, feeding the wire out behind her until she reached the hallway and plugged it into the socket beneath the stairs.

The living-room door was only a few steps away.

She stared at it for a moment, then turned and climbed back upstairs.

The vacuum came to life again.

What frightened Chloe was how little argument there had been. Felix had told her to carry on with her chores, and when the moment of choice came, her body had simply returned to the stairs. The frustration came afterwards, too late to alter what she had already done.

Starting at the top, Chloe began working down the staircase one step at a time, moving the machine with her as she descended.

Her thoughts returned to what Abby might have been trying to say at the door.

Those tiny movements of Abby’s eyes had felt almost like words Chloe could not hear: Do you know me? What happened to you? Can you help me? Or perhaps Chloe was inventing all of it because she needed Abby to still be somewhere inside the woman Laura called Dolly.

Had Abby recognised Chloe too?

What could she possibly recognise? The face was different, the hair, the voice, even the way Chloe moved.

Perhaps Abby had been searching for Charlie in exactly the same way Chloe had been searching for Abby.

And perhaps neither of them knew whether they had found anything.

Chloe swallowed and continued vacuuming.

By the last few steps the questions were still there, but Chloe’s hands kept the vacuum moving in the neat overlapping pattern Felix expected. She hated how easily thought and action could now travel in opposite directions.

There was no point torturing herself with what she should have done years ago, but with her wife downstairs for the first time in three years, thinking about anything else was almost impossible.

By the time Chloe finished the final stair, her arms were beginning to ache. She switched off the vacuum, wound the cable neatly around it and returned everything to the cupboard beneath the stairs.

As she closed the door, her eyes caught the clock.

Just after one.

“Chloe!”

Felix’s voice carried from the living room.

“Yes, Master!”

She hurried towards him. At the door she stopped, smoothed her skirt and tapped gently.

“Enter.”

Chloe stepped inside.

Felix and Laura were still sitting comfortably together, their drinks mostly finished. Abby remained facing the wall exactly where Laura had left her.

“You called for me, Master?”

“It’s gone one,” Felix said. “We should probably eat.”

He turned to Laura. “Still happy with what we said?”

“Perfectly.”

Felix looked back at Chloe. “I’ll have a ham and cheese sandwich. Little mustard. Crisps on the side.”

“Yes, Master.”

“And Laura wants chicken salad.”

Laura lifted one finger. “Not too much mayonnaise, Chloe. Just enough.” Her smile returned. “And make it look pretty for me.”

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

Felix looked amused by Chloe’s complete seriousness.

“Fresh Diet Cokes as well.”

Chloe nodded, mentally arranging the order in which everything needed doing. Before moving, she stole a glance towards Abby.

Still facing the wall.

Still silent.

Chloe lowered her eyes again and curtseyed. “Excuse me, Master. Mistress Laura.”

She had nearly reached the door when Felix stopped her.

“Chloe.”

She turned instantly.

“We’ll eat in the dining room.”

“Yes, Master.”

She went directly to the kitchen.

After washing her hands, Chloe laid out the bread and prepared Felix’s ham and cheese sandwich with a little mustard. She prepared Laura’s with chicken, salad and only a light amount of mayonnaise. She cut both sandwiches neatly, added crisps to the plates and prepared two fresh Diet Cokes with ice.

For those few minutes the simple routine gave her something else to concentrate on.

Bread. Fillings. Plates. Drinks.

Anything except Abby.

Once everything was ready, Chloe carried the meal through to the dining room. She placed Felix’s plate at one side of the table and Laura’s opposite him, straightening both carefully. Their glasses, napkins and cutlery followed. She stepped back and checked the arrangement: plates aligned, napkins square, glasses matched. A small flicker of satisfaction warmed her. The table was exactly as she had been taught to make it.

Then she returned to the living-room door and tapped.

“Enter.”

Chloe stepped just inside. “Your lunch is ready, Master. Mistress Laura.”

Felix and Laura rose.

Before leaving, Laura looked towards the wall.

“Dolly, don’t move.”

Laura turned and walked away without waiting for an answer.

Chloe’s attention pulled towards her wife anyway, but Abby remained exactly where Laura had left her, facing the wall and perfectly still.

Felix passed Chloe.

“Your usual spot.”

“Yes, Master.”

Chloe followed them into the dining room and moved immediately to her usual place against the wall, hands together and eyes lowered.

Felix took his seat.

Laura paused at the place Chloe had set opposite him, looked at the plate, then at Felix.

“Oh, no.”

She picked up her plate and glass and carried them around the table, placing them beside Felix instead, before drawing the neighbouring chair closer.

“That’s better.” She sat and turned towards him with a grin. “I didn’t come all this way to shout across the table at you.”

Felix laughed, then looked towards Chloe.

“Chloe.”

Her attention snapped to him. “Yes, Master?”

He gestured towards Laura’s abandoned place. “You knew she was my guest. Why did you put her over there?”

Chloe’s stomach dropped.

“I’m sorry, Master. I thought—”

“That’s the problem,” Felix said without raising his voice. “You thought about where a plate normally goes instead of thinking about my guest.”

Her eyes dropped immediately. “Yes, Master.”

[image: Felix corrects Chloe at lunch while Laura watches.]

That was what made the correction sting. Nothing on the table was crooked. Nothing was missing. The setting itself had been immaculate. Chloe had followed the routine perfectly and still failed because she had thought about where a plate normally belonged instead of thinking about what Felix expected his guest to want.

Laura took a bite from her sandwich, clearly entertained.

Felix waited.

“Well?”

Chloe curtseyed.

“Please forgive me, Master. I should have considered where Mistress Laura would prefer to sit. I’m very sorry.”

He let the silence hang for a moment.

“Remember next time.”

“Yes, Master. Thank you, Master.”

Lunch continued at an easy pace. Felix and Laura talked comfortably beside one another while Chloe waited against the wall.

When Laura finished the last of her sandwich, she wiped her fingers with the napkin and leaned close to Felix, whispering something into his ear.

Chloe could not make out a word of it.

Felix glanced towards her, then nodded.

Laura’s knowing smile returned.

“Tidy up and come to the living room, Chloe,” Felix said as he pushed back his chair.

“Yes, Master.”

Laura rose with him, and the two continued talking as they left together.

Only when they were gone did Chloe move.

She gathered the empty glasses, plates and napkins and carried everything into the kitchen. Whatever Laura had whispered remained in the back of her mind, along with the knowledge that Abby was still waiting in the living room.

Chloe washed and dried the plates and glasses before returning them to their places. She wiped the dining table clean and pushed the chairs neatly underneath it.

Before leaving, she checked herself in the mirror. Her hair remained neat beneath the maid’s cap. She smoothed her apron, checked her lipstick and straightened her posture.

Then she headed for the living room.

Chloe tapped gently on the door.

Nothing.

She waited.

Felix had taught her exactly what to do when no answer came. Her hands settled neatly in front of her as she silently measured the passing time. Faint conversation reached her from inside, followed once by Laura’s unmistakable laugh. The longer she stood there, the more the locked heels made her arches throb and the more the collar seemed to press against her pulse. She wanted to knock again. The rule said five minutes.

So Chloe remained where she was. Wanting an answer did not change the interval. Neither did knowing Abby was somewhere beyond the door.

Five full minutes passed.

Then she raised her hand and tapped gently on the door again.


Character Gallery

Abby — Before

[image: Abby before her transformation.]


Charlie — Before

[image: Charlie before becoming Chloe.]


Chloe — Present Day

[image: Chloe in her present-day maid uniform.]


Dolly — Present Day

[image: Dolly in her present-day glossy black poncho, collar and ballet boots.]


Felix

[image: Felix.]


Laura — Present Day

[image: Laura in the present day with black hair.]


Laura — Three Years Earlier

[image: Laura three years earlier with blonde hair.]
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