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A Note on the Illustrations

The illustrations included in this story are intended to help bring Chloe, Dolly, Laura and Felix, and some of the key moments in their story, to life. They are not perfect, and I struggled at times to get certain details, expressions and positions exactly as I imagined them. I found that too much editing often made the pictures worse rather than better, so eventually I decided to leave some small imperfections rather than lose what I liked about the original images. I hope they still add something to the story and help you picture the characters and scenes as you read.


Look at Me, Charlie

The clock on the mantelpiece was creeping towards two when Laura let the question hang between them.

“Would you like to know how we fixed that problem?”

Chloe did not need to ask which problem she meant. Her eyes were still fixed on Dolly’s face, searching for the tiny changes she had begun to recognise: a slight tightening around the eyes, the smallest hesitation, a glance that lasted a fraction too long. They were almost nothing, but after three years apart they had become precious to her. Each one was proof that Abby had not simply vanished.

Laura knew it too. She rested one finger lightly against Dolly’s forehead and smiled at Chloe. The expression was not warm. It carried the same quiet pleasure Laura always seemed to find whenever she discovered exactly where something hurt.

“As I am sure you remember, Chloe, my precious Dolly had a very expressive, loud and bubbly personality.”

The words my precious Dolly brought an immediate flicker of displeasure to Chloe’s face. Her lips tightened and her eyes hardened before she could stop them. Abby had once been her wife, and hearing Laura speak of her with such casual possession still cut far more deeply than Chloe wanted either of them to know. Felix cleared his throat. The small sound was enough.

Chloe’s expression softened almost immediately. The tension left her mouth, her eyes relaxed and the pleasant, composed expression expected of her returned. She lowered her gaze briefly in acknowledgement before looking back towards Laura. Chloe nodded as Felix leaned farther back in his chair and answered, “I remember. You hated that about her.” Laura chuckled and nodded.

“One of my deepest desires was removing that aspect of my Dolly.”

Then, looking directly at her, she asked, “Has my Dolly become beautiful and perfect?” Dolly answered in a soft, quiet, subdued voice. “Yes, Mistress.” Laura nodded approvingly.

“Tell Chloe what you are now.”

“Dolly is Mistress’s Dolly.”

Laura grinned and continued.

“And to achieve this took a lot of work. First, destroying her confidence until her personality became subdued, and then using a friend to help her face match her new personality.”

Chloe watched, waiting for her to continue.

“Botox,” Laura said.

Chloe’s gaze moved from Laura’s finger to Abby’s unnaturally smooth forehead. Laura chuckled. “Oh, don’t look so horrified. I didn’t take her to a clinic one morning and ask them to turn her into a statue.” Her grin widened. “Though maybe I should have.” Felix gave a small laugh from his chair, tapping his fingers once against the armrest as he watched Chloe’s reaction.

Chloe said nothing. Her hands remained joined neatly in front of her, though her fingers pressed together until the tips of her long painted nails dug into her palms.

“The first time was very modest,” Laura continued. “Dolly could still smile, frown, look worried, look annoyed. I wasn’t trying to remove every expression. I only wanted to soften the ones that gave too much away.”

She traced a lazy line above one of Dolly’s brows without quite touching it.

“She had such a horribly expressive face back then. If she was upset, everybody knew. If she disliked something, those eyebrows told the whole room before she opened her mouth. And when she was frightened...”

Laura’s smile sharpened.

“That was almost embarrassingly obvious.”

Her attention remained on Dolly. There was something unmistakably possessive in the way she looked at her, as though Chloe had almost ceased to exist for the moment. Laura let the backs of her fingers drift slowly down Dolly’s cheek before gently stroking beneath her jaw.

Dolly responded as much as her altered face and rigid collar allowed. Her eyelids softened, and the corner of her mouth seemed to want to rise. For an instant the skin between her brows threatened to tighten as well, as though the old expression were still trying to form beneath the smoothness. Neither movement quite completed itself. The emotion was there. Her face simply revealed less of it.
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Dolly leaned almost imperceptibly into Laura’s touch, her eyes softening in a way the treatments had never managed to suppress. Laura noticed and smiled.

“So affectionate,” she murmured.

A sharp stab of jealousy went through Chloe. She hated seeing Abby respond to Laura like that, hated the softness in her eyes and that tiny movement towards another woman’s hand. For an instant Chloe wanted to reach out and pull Laura’s fingers away from her. Instead, she kept her pleasant expression in place. Her hands remained joined neatly before her and her shoulders relaxed, giving no outward sign of the resentment twisting inside.

Memories came anyway: Abby laughing so hard that her eyes narrowed, glaring across their kitchen during an argument, trying and failing to hide her amusement when Charlie said something stupid. There had never been any mystery about what she felt. Now Chloe had to search for fractions.

Laura finally turned back to her.

“At first Dolly was nervous about it. She worried she might look strange. She worried she might not like the result. She worried what people would think.” Her smile became almost affectionate as she looked back at the silent woman beside her. “Dolly worried about everything.”

Dolly’s eyes lowered. Laura saw that too and gave a pleased little hum, stroking her cheek once more.

“But she trusts me.”

Laura paused deliberately.

“Loves me.”

The words struck Chloe far harder than she expected, and for a moment she forgot how to breathe.

Loves me.

Abby had loved her. Whatever their marriage had become before everything fell apart, whatever mistakes had been made and whatever Laura and Felix had done afterwards, there had once been a time when Chloe had known that without needing to question it. Abby had been her wife. They had shared a home, a bed, arguments, laughter and thousands of ordinary moments Chloe had once believed would simply continue forever. Now Laura could stand beside her, stroke her face and calmly say that Abby loved her.

Moisture gathered suddenly in Chloe’s eyes. She blinked once, then again, refusing to raise her hands from their proper position. Instead she concentrated on keeping her lips gently curved and her expression pleasant, desperately trying to stop the tears before one escaped and ruined both her composure and her makeup. Laura watched her, the slightest smile appearing at the corner of her mouth.

Chloe blinked again. The tears remained trapped along her lower lashes, making Laura’s face shimmer faintly in front of her. Laura’s smile widened. She knew exactly what those two words had done.

Laura continued with deliberate calm, but the way she described the treatments made Chloe’s stomach turn. There was almost no sense that she was talking about a person at all. Laura spoke as though she were remembering the gradual improvement of something she owned, a machine that had needed adjusting until it finally performed exactly as she wanted.

“The first treatment showed me what could be improved,” Laura said. “Nothing dramatic. You never change too much at once when you’re still learning how something responds. You make an adjustment, wait, see what settles properly, then decide what needs doing next.”

Her eyes moved slowly over Dolly’s face as though inspecting finished work.

“A little less movement here,” she continued, brushing a fingertip across Dolly’s forehead. “A little less there. Then we waited a few weeks and looked at the result. If something still moved more than I liked, my friend corrected it at the next appointment.”

Laura smiled.

“It was rather like tuning something, really. You don’t replace everything at once. You find the parts that aren’t behaving as you want, make small corrections, test the result and improve it again.”

Felix let out an amused laugh and shifted in his chair, looking between Laura and Dolly.

“You make her sound like a car you were restoring.”

Laura grinned.

“That isn’t entirely unfair.”

Chloe’s nails pressed harder into her palms. Laura turned her attention back to Dolly.

“The forehead was one of the first things I wanted improved. Those dreadful eyebrows of hers used to move constantly. Then there were the little lines around her eyes whenever she worried. So expressive. So unnecessary.”

Her fingers drifted lightly over Dolly’s temple.

“Each appointment made her just a little quieter to look at. Less cluttered. Less obvious. Eventually I could look at her without having every little emotion shouted at me before she had even been asked whether she was permitted to share it.”

Laura sounded pleased with herself, almost nostalgic.

“And every time she panicked afterwards,” she continued, “I reminded her how pretty she looked.”

Her hand slid from Dolly’s forehead to her cheek.

“And how much better she was becoming.”

Laura cupped Dolly’s face possessively. Dolly’s eyes lifted towards her Mistress and something changed immediately. Chloe saw the response before the rest of Abby’s face could quite follow it. The corner of her mouth twitched faintly, trying to lift, while a tiny tightening appeared between her brows and faded almost as soon as it began. The old expressions had not vanished entirely. They had simply become harder to reach. Dolly leaned into Laura’s palm as far as the rigid collar allowed.

Laura’s smile became almost tender.

“My beautiful little Doll.”

Then she kissed her. It was nothing like the delicate touches Laura had been giving her moments earlier. She pulled Dolly towards her and kissed her firmly and possessively, holding her face between her fingers as though there could be no question who she belonged to. Dolly responded immediately. Her body yielded towards Laura, and the corner of her mouth moved again, trying to answer the kiss with an expression that never fully formed. What escaped instead was a muffled, breathy sound.

It was noticeably louder than Dolly’s subdued speaking voice, enough that Chloe heard it clearly from where she stood, yet it was still nothing like the lively, unrestrained sounds she remembered from Abby years before. Laura prolonged the kiss for another moment before finally releasing her. Dolly remained close, lips slightly parted and eyes fixed entirely upon her Mistress. Laura looked delighted.

“My Dolly.”

Jealousy struck Chloe so suddenly that maintaining her pleasant expression became almost impossible. She looked away. Felix shifted forward in his chair.

“Chloe.”

His voice was calm, but the movement was enough to tell her that he had noticed. Her attention snapped back immediately.

“Yes, Master.”

Felix held her gaze for a moment before inclining his head towards Laura and Dolly.

“Watch.”

Chloe swallowed.

“Yes, Master.”

She raised her eyes again. Laura was still holding Dolly by the cheek. The faint amusement on Felix’s face told Chloe he understood perfectly why she had looked away, and Laura seemed to understand as well. Her thumb stroked slowly across Dolly’s cheek while she watched Chloe watching them. Chloe forced herself to remain pleasant: hands together, shoulders relaxed, eyes forward.

“Then I told her how much calmer she seemed. How elegant. How much nicer it was when every silly little thought didn’t immediately appear on her face.”

Chloe looked at Dolly’s eyes. They were still fixed on Laura. There was something needy in them now, an open hunger for the next touch, the next word of praise, the next small sign that Laura was pleased with her. Dolly seemed completely absorbed by her Mistress. She had not looked towards Chloe since the kiss, had not even flicked her eyes in Chloe’s direction. For all the attention Chloe was giving her, Dolly appeared to have forgotten she was even in the room. The realisation hurt.

“Eventually,” Laura continued, “she stopped asking whether she looked natural after the makeup and Botox. She started asking whether I was pleased.”

Felix laughed quietly, rubbing a thumb along the edge of his chair as he glanced at Chloe.

“That sounds familiar.”

Laura looked towards him.

“I thought you might appreciate it.”

Their shared amusement made Chloe’s stomach twist. She understood exactly what Felix meant. Different methods, different pressure points, but the destination was horribly familiar. She had spent years learning to measure herself by the look on Felix’s face. Dolly had learned to do the same with Laura. Only Dolly seemed further gone in that moment. Laura stroked her cheek again and Dolly’s eyes immediately softened, following the movement of her hand as though nothing else in the room deserved her attention.

Laura turned back to Chloe.

“The useful part wasn’t that Dolly stopped feeling things, Chloe. She didn’t.”

Chloe’s attention sharpened.

“She still gets frightened. She still gets embarrassed. She still remembers things she isn’t supposed to dwell on.” Laura gave her a knowing look. “People, too.”

Chloe’s throat tightened. Dolly gave no sign that she had even heard the implication. Her attention remained entirely upon Laura. Laura’s smile widened.

“The useful part is that most people can’t tell.”

For a second Chloe hated her with such clarity that it frightened her. She wanted to cross the small distance between them and pull Abby away. She wanted Abby to remember that Chloe was standing only a few feet away. She wanted to tell Laura she had no right to stand there describing the destruction of another person’s expressions as though she were discussing the polishing of furniture. The anger reached Chloe’s face before she could stop it. Her lips tightened and her eyes narrowed.

Only slightly, but Felix saw it. His expression remained outwardly amused, though the smile lost some of its warmth as he slowly sat forward. One elbow came to rest against the arm of the chair and his eyes settled firmly on Chloe. Her stomach dropped. Felix could enjoy her jealousy. He could even find her discomfort entertaining. What he did not enjoy was Chloe forgetting herself.

He had already corrected her once for looking away and had expected that correction to be enough. Seeing irritation return so openly was different. It was a lack of restraint and, worse, disrespectful.

“Chloe.”

He said her name pleasantly, but the deliberate stillness in his posture carried more warning than anger would have. Chloe corrected herself at once. The tension disappeared from her mouth, her shoulders settled and her hands, which had begun pressing painfully together, relaxed into their proper position.

“Yes, Master.”

Felix watched the change before leaning back again, apparently satisfied.

“That’s better.”

The quiet approval brought an immediate and unwanted sense of relief. Chloe hated that too. Felix regarded her for another moment, the amusement gradually returning to his expression.

“You’ve been taught considerably more self-control than that. I expect you to use it.”

Chloe lowered her eyes.

“Yes, Master. I’m sorry.”

He raised one eyebrow.

“And Mistress Laura is speaking to you.”

The correction stung.

“Yes, Master.”

Felix relaxed farther into his chair and gave a small approving nod.

“Good. Then pay attention.”

“Yes, Master.”

Chloe raised her eyes towards Laura once more and carefully restored the pleasant expression Felix expected. Laura had watched the entire exchange with obvious enjoyment. Beside her, Dolly had barely reacted at all. Her eyes were still on Laura. While Felix had corrected Chloe, while she had apologised and forced her emotions back behind the pleasant mask expected of her, Abby had not once looked over. For those few moments, Chloe might as well not have existed.

Laura noticed Chloe noticing. She laughed softly.

“Don’t worry, Chloe. Yours still gives plenty away.”

Felix laughed more openly at that, settling back with one ankle crossing casually over the other. Yet when his eyes met Chloe’s, there was still enough warning in them to remind her not to prove Laura right again. Heat climbed beneath Chloe’s makeup. Laura stepped away from Dolly and moved back towards the sofa. Dolly remained exactly where she had been positioned, standing a few feet in front of Chloe with her body facing directly towards her.

She barely moved. Her arms remained confined behind her, her shoulders held straight and her feet fixed carefully beneath her in the ballet boots. Even her head stayed almost perfectly still. Without Laura directly in front of her to capture her attention, Dolly simply looked ahead. Which meant she was now looking at Chloe. The effect made Chloe uncomfortable in a completely different way. Laura lowered herself onto the sofa behind Dolly and leaned back comfortably.

“Although perhaps Felix will let me help with that one day.”

Chloe’s eyes jumped towards her before dropping again. Felix smiled and slowly shook his head.

“I think I’ll keep that pleasure for myself.”

“Spoilsport.”

The exchange was light, almost playful, which somehow made Chloe feel worse. Laura was enjoying every second of her discomfort, and Felix was enjoying Laura enjoying it. Through it all Dolly remained standing between them and Chloe, facing forward. Her eyes rested somewhere near Chloe’s face, but there was none of the searching intensity Chloe desperately wanted to see. She did not appear to be studying her or trying to communicate. She simply remained where Laura had placed her, quiet and waiting.

A small rustle of latex sounded as Dolly shifted her weight by the slightest amount. It was enough. Laura’s attention moved to her immediately. For several seconds she studied Dolly from behind, then rose from the sofa and walked around her, coming briefly into Dolly’s line of sight. Dolly’s eyes changed at once. The passive stare disappeared and her attention focused immediately upon Laura. Laura noticed, of course.

Her expression softened into something more practical, although the possessive satisfaction never quite left it.

“That’s enough for now.”

Laura reached out and lightly stroked Dolly’s cheek before allowing her hand to travel down her side. Then she stepped away again, moving around Dolly rather than turning her. Dolly remained facing Chloe. Laura passed to the side and then behind her, leaving Dolly’s body exactly where it was.

“My girl needs to rest.”

Her hand settled gently on the outside of Dolly’s thigh from behind. Dolly did not turn. Her eyes simply lowered while she continued facing Chloe.

“Yes, Mistress.”

The reply was soft and subdued. Laura gave her thigh a gentle stroke before stepping away and returning to the sofa behind her. Dolly stayed where she was. For Chloe, the arrangement was almost unbearable. Abby stood only a few feet away, facing directly towards her, yet her attention still belonged somewhere behind her. To Laura.

“She rarely sees other people,” Laura explained as she settled comfortably back into the sofa, as though what she was saying were perfectly ordinary. “Not for long periods, anyway. This has been a very busy day for her.”

Chloe stared at Dolly.

Rarely sees other people.

Three years. Until this afternoon Chloe had imagined Abby living somewhere else, working somewhere else, meeting people Chloe would never know. She had imagined arguments, laughter and ordinary days continuing without Charlie. She had even imagined Abby slowly forgetting him. She had prepared herself for almost anything except this. Abby standing silently in a room while her Mistress sat behind her, waiting to be touched, spoken to or told when she could move. Chloe looked into the subdued eyes facing her.

For three years she had imagined Abby’s life continuing without her. She had never imagined Abby’s world might have become smaller. Laura glanced towards Felix.

“Would you mind having Chloe fetch Dolly’s travel bag from my car?”

Felix turned his attention from Dolly to Chloe. He looked her over once before a slight smile appeared.

“Of course not.”

Chloe’s stomach dropped before the order even came. Felix uncrossed his ankle and pointed casually towards the door.

“Chloe, go and get it.”

She hesitated for less than a second.

“Yes, Master.”

Laura’s eyes travelled slowly over Chloe’s glossy black latex maid’s dress, tiny white apron, dark seamed stockings and locked heels. Chloe felt the blood rush into her face. It was not the heels that worried her. She had spent so many years wearing high heels that walking in them had long since become completely natural. She could cross a room, climb stairs or walk down a street without having to think about where she placed her feet. It was what she would be wearing while she did it.

Laura reached beside herself and picked up her car keys.

“It’s in the back footwell,” she said, holding them towards Chloe. “It should be on the passenger side.”

Chloe stepped forward and held out her hand. As Laura dropped the keys into her palm, her gaze briefly settled on Chloe’s carefully manicured fingers.

“Tell me, Chloe. Do you do your own nails?”

The unexpected question caught her slightly off guard.

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

Laura took another look at them before turning towards Felix.

“Would you let her do mine?”

Felix glanced at Chloe’s nails himself, taking a moment to inspect them before looking back at Laura with an amused smile.

“Of course.”

Laura looked pleased by the answer.

“How useful.”

Chloe closed her fingers around the keys. Felix rested his elbow against the chair and pointed towards the door again.

“Don’t be long, Chloe.”

“Yes, Master.”

She gave him a neat curtsey, turned and left the living room, closing the door carefully behind her. Only once she was alone in the hallway did some of the composure leave her face. Chloe had been outside as Chloe plenty of times. Felix had never kept her permanently hidden inside the house. She had attended appointments, gone to salons and accompanied him outside when required. Even when she went out alone, she was always dressed femininely. Skirts, dresses and heels were ordinary now.

But they were respectable clothes, the sort that allowed Chloe to walk down a street and, at least from a distance, disappear among everyone else. This was different. She looked down at herself. The polished black latex clung tightly to her body. The tiny white apron made the purpose of the outfit unmistakable. Her dark stockings disappeared beneath a skirt far shorter than anything Felix normally permitted her to wear outside, while the little maid’s cap remained perfectly positioned in her blonde hair.

Inside the house it had become simply her uniform. Outside it would announce itself to everybody who saw her. Her heels clicked confidently across the hallway as she approached the front door. There was no hesitation in her stride, only in her stomach. Chloe put her hand on the latch.

“Here goes,” she whispered, then opened the door.

Warm afternoon air met her immediately. The street outside was painfully ordinary. Somewhere nearby a lawnmower droned steadily behind a garden fence. A dog barked once and then went quiet. Leaves moved gently in the breeze while sunlight lay across parked cars and brick houses exactly as it would on any other afternoon. Nothing outside had changed. Only Chloe felt out of place. She stepped onto the path and pulled the door closed behind her.

Her heels struck the stone with a crisp, regular click as she walked towards the road. Her balance remained effortless. She did not need to shorten her stride or watch her footing; years in heels had given her the confidence to move in them almost as naturally as she once had in flat shoes. The uniform was another matter.

The afternoon sun settled quickly into the black latex, warming the material against her skin. A gentle breeze caught the edge of the tiny apron and brushed against the exposed tops of her stockings. Inside the house the outfit had become ordinary through repetition. Out here it felt impossible to ignore. She passed her Master’s car and continued towards Laura’s without looking directly at any of the neighbouring windows. The lawnmower kept running. A bird hopped along the edge of a drive.

Someone closed a car door farther down the street. The sheer normality of it all made Chloe feel even more exposed. Nobody else was participating in whatever world existed inside Felix’s house. They were simply living their afternoon. Chloe was the one walking through it in a glossy latex maid uniform.

Just get the bag.

Her heels continued their steady rhythm against the paving stones. Click. Click. Click. Laura’s car was only a short distance away, yet Chloe was acutely aware of every step. She reached it and pressed the button on the key. The lights flashed and she opened the passenger-side rear door, immediately seeing the travel bag sitting in the footwell exactly where Laura had said it would be. She glanced once along the street before leaning into the car. The already short skirt shifted higher. Chloe felt it at once.

A brief touch of cool air against newly exposed skin made her face burn. She froze halfway towards the bag, painfully aware of the contrast between the warm latex against her back and the breeze where the uniform no longer covered her properly. For one mortifying second she considered straightening. That would only mean doing it twice.

“Just get it,” she muttered.

She reached farther inside and caught the handle. The bag snagged against the front seat. Chloe’s jaw tightened.

“Come on.”

She pulled again. It came free. Chloe straightened quickly and smoothed the skirt back down, though the gesture offered more reassurance than real modesty. She closed the car door and locked it. The lawnmower was still running. The dog barked again. The street had barely noticed her. That should have reassured her. Somehow it did not.
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Clutching the travel bag, Chloe turned towards the house. Her return was considerably faster, though not because of the heels. The bag bumped against her leg as she walked, but Chloe compensated for its weight automatically, her steps remaining controlled even as embarrassment urged her to hurry. The clicking of her heels followed her along the path until she passed her Master’s car and reached the front door.

Relief washed through her the moment she stepped inside. Chloe closed the door and stood in the hallway for a second with the travel bag in one hand and Laura’s keys in the other. Her heart was beating faster than the short journey justified, not from exertion but from the knowledge that for several minutes she had walked openly down her Master’s street dressed exactly as he kept her inside his house. She looked down at the uniform again. Perfectly acceptable within these walls. Utterly humiliating beyond them.

Chloe drew in a steadying breath, restored the pleasant expression Felix expected and started back towards the living room, her heels once again clicking confidently against the floor. Whatever embarrassment remained inside her, she would not give Laura the satisfaction of seeing just how much the little trip had affected her. She hurried towards the living room door but stopped before reaching it. Habit immediately took over.

Chloe set the travel bag down and smoothed both hands over her apron, making sure it sat perfectly straight. She checked the hem of her latex dress, then ran her fingers lightly down the sides of her stockings to ensure the seams remained aligned after bending into the car. Finally, she touched her maid’s cap to make certain it had not shifted. Master would expect her to return presentable.

Only when she was satisfied did Chloe pick up the bag again, draw one final calming breath and gently knock on the living room door. A moment later Felix answered.

“Enter.”

Chloe opened the door. The pleasant expression she had carefully restored remained in place as she stepped inside and closed the door behind her. She crossed towards Laura, heels clicking neatly against the floor, then stopped before her.

“Your bag, Mistress Laura.”

She held it out. Laura’s eyes immediately travelled over her, from Chloe’s face and immaculate maid’s cap down across the glossy latex dress and tiny white apron before finally settling briefly on the short skirt and stocking tops beneath it. A slow smile spread across Laura’s face. She said nothing. She did not need to. The amusement in her expression made it perfectly clear that she had spent at least part of Chloe’s absence imagining exactly what the little journey must have been like.
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Chloe felt another flush trying to rise beneath her makeup, but she kept smiling. Laura’s gaze lingered for another second before she accepted the bag and keys. Felix had watched the exchange with obvious amusement. He rubbed one hand across his chin, then looked Chloe over himself as though checking that she had returned exactly as expected.

“Well done, Chloe.”

The simple praise affected her immediately. The tension she had carried back into the room loosened, and this time the smile that appeared on her face was genuine.

“Thank you, Master.”

Felix gave her a small approving nod before settling back in his chair. Chloe’s smile remained as she returned to her proper position, hands neatly joined in front of her. For all the humiliation of walking outside in the uniform, Master was pleased with her. That mattered far more than she wanted to admit.

Laura placed the travel bag in front of herself and opened it. Chloe expected clothes. Instead Laura moved through several neatly packed items before withdrawing a folded piece of black material. The moment Chloe recognised the hood, her smile faded. She had seen enough of Dolly’s equipment that the hood itself should not have surprised her. What shocked her was Laura placing it into her hands.

“Come here, Chloe.”

Chloe obeyed immediately. Laura placed the hood into her hands.

“Put it on her.”

For a second Chloe simply stared at the folded black material resting across her palms. It was soft. Far softer than something that suddenly felt so final should have been. It was not refusal that stopped her. The idea barely had time to form. Felix had corrected her only minutes earlier, and the lesson remained painfully fresh. What stopped her was shock. Laura wanted Chloe’s hands involved. Chloe slowly raised her eyes towards Dolly. Abby was already facing her. Their eyes met.

Until now Chloe had spent the afternoon watching Laura touch her, command her and describe what had been done to her. She had been an observer. The hood changed that.

“Mistress Laura...” Chloe breathed.

There was no challenge in the words, only stunned disbelief. Laura’s smile widened.

“Yes?”

Chloe’s eyes flicked instinctively towards Felix. He was watching closely. One hand rested against the side of his face and the faint amusement remained, but Chloe remembered his earlier correction perfectly. No visible resentment. No disrespect. No loss of composure. Chloe took a small breath, straightened her posture and settled her expression.

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

Felix’s mouth curved into a faint approving smile. That was the correct answer. Chloe turned back towards Dolly. Laura reached into the travel bag again and produced a small case. She opened it and held out a pair of earplugs.

[image: Given the items]

“These first.”

Another small jolt went through Chloe, but this time she held out her hand without hesitation.

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

Laura dropped the earplugs into her palm.

They felt almost weightless. That somehow made them worse. Such small things, yet once they were seated beneath the hood they would reduce most of the room to little more than dull vibration and indistinct noise. Ordinary conversation would all but disappear. If Chloe wanted Abby to hear her clearly, she would have to put her mouth close to Abby’s ear and speak loudly. Chloe stepped in front of Dolly. Up close Abby seemed even more unfamiliar. The rigid collar kept her head high, while the severe corset narrowed her waist beneath the glossy latex. Her arms remained secured behind her, leaving her unable to assist even if she had wanted to. Chloe lifted her hand towards Abby’s ear. It trembled slightly. She noticed and immediately steadied it.

She could feel Master’s attention behind her and, after his earlier correction, she was determined not to make him repeat himself. Carefully, Chloe fitted the first earplug. Then the second. When she withdrew her hands, nothing visible had changed. Abby still stood in front of her. Her eyes were still uncovered. Yet Chloe knew that most of the room had just disappeared from Abby’s hearing. Voices at an ordinary level would reach her, if at all, as little more than muffled sound. Only someone speaking loudly right beside her ear would have much chance of being understood. Laura watched with obvious satisfaction.

“Good girl.”

Despite herself, Chloe felt the familiar warmth of approval. She hated that too. Chloe unfolded the hood.

“Hair through first,” Laura instructed.

She gathered Abby’s scarlet ponytail carefully in both hands. The hair slid smoothly through her fingers and, for an instant, she remembered brown hair scattered across their old pillow. She forced the memory away. Carefully, Chloe threaded the ponytail through the opening at the back of the hood, making sure none of the strands caught. Then came the hood itself.

The material passed over Abby’s head beneath Chloe’s hands, covering more of her with every careful adjustment. Chloe smoothed the creases because she had been trained to do things properly, even when doing them properly made her feel complicit in something she desperately wished she did not have to do. When she finished, Abby’s eyes and mouth remained uncovered. Everything else was black.
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Laura rose from the sofa and walked slowly around her Doll, inspecting Chloe’s work with the same care she gave every other detail of Abby’s appearance. She adjusted one small edge beside Dolly’s cheek.

“Not bad.”

Chloe remained quietly beside them. Laura gave her a sideways look.

“Imagine that. You’ve finally been reunited with your wife and I’ve got you helping me pack her away.”

The words struck exactly where Laura intended them to. Chloe’s breath caught, but she kept her expression under control. Felix gave a low laugh, briefly covering his mouth with the back of one hand before letting it fall to the armrest again. Chloe lowered her eyes rather than allow either of them to see anything more. Laura seemed delighted.

“Where can she rest?” she asked.

Felix barely paused. He glanced towards the ceiling, then back at Chloe as the answer came to him.

“Chloe’s bed.”

Chloe’s eyes lifted sharply before she could stop them. Laura’s face brightened with vicious amusement.

“Oh, that’s perfect.”

Felix spread one hand as though the choice required no further explanation.

“It’s a bed.”

“It’s her bed.”

Laura looked directly at Chloe.

“There’s something almost romantic about it.”

Heat spread beneath Chloe’s makeup, but this time she said nothing. Laura returned to the travel bag. She removed a broad black belt and laid it across her lap, followed by a pair of black cuffs, several small keys and, finally, the blindfold. She arranged each item neatly beside the open bag as though preparing for some ordinary household task. Chloe watched in silence.

“Take Dolly upstairs and put her on your bed,” Laura said. “Loosen her corset enough for her to rest comfortably, but don’t remove it.”

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

Laura picked up the belt.

“Fasten this around her waist.”

Chloe stepped forward and accepted it. The material was firmer and heavier than the hood.

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

“Then remove her armbinder.”

Chloe glanced towards Abby. For most of the afternoon her arms had been held tightly behind her. The thought of releasing them should have brought some relief, but Laura had already picked up the cuffs.

“Once it’s off, put these around her wrists.”

She placed them on top of the belt in Chloe’s hands. The cuffs were cool beneath Chloe’s fingers.

“Then secure her wrists to the belt.”

Chloe looked down at everything she was carrying. Laura spoke with the same calm precision she might have used to explain how she wanted a suitcase unpacked. There was no uncertainty in her voice and no sense that any of this required discussion. It was simply how she wanted Dolly arranged, and she expected Chloe to do it correctly.

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

“Good.”

Laura reached into the small case again and began taking out the padlocks. One by one, she dropped them into Chloe’s waiting palm. The tiny pieces of metal clicked together softly. Chloe counted them without meaning to. Enough for the cuffs. Enough for the belt. Enough for the blindfold. Laura noticed and smiled.

“They’re all keyed alike. Much easier that way.”

She placed the small ring of keys on top of everything else Chloe was carrying.

“Keep them safe.”

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

Laura picked up the blindfold last. Unlike the hood, it was thickly padded, with narrow straps running around the back and small locking points on either side. Soft enough to suggest comfort. Heavy enough to promise darkness.

“Once you’ve loosened Dolly’s corset and made her comfortable, put this over the hood.”

Chloe stared at it. Laura’s smile grew.

“Over her eyes, Chloe.”

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

“Buckle it firmly, then lock both sides.”

She placed it carefully on top of the belt and cuffs. Chloe adjusted everything in her arms. None of the objects was particularly large. Together they seemed enormous. The hood and earplugs had already reduced Abby’s hearing to almost nothing, leaving only the possibility of a loud voice spoken directly beside her ear getting through clearly. The blindfold would take away her sight. The cuffs would replace the armbinder, making her more comfortable while still leaving her controlled. Laura had not merely told Chloe what would happen to Abby.

She had placed every part of it into Chloe’s hands and expected her to make it happen herself. For the first time since Laura had arrived, Chloe understood that obedience did not always mean standing quietly and watching. Sometimes it meant becoming the hands that carried out somebody else’s wishes. Laura leaned back against the sofa.

“And Chloe?”

Chloe raised her eyes. Laura’s expression changed. The practical manner disappeared, replaced by the slow, cruel amusement Chloe had already learned to dread.

“You may talk to her if you like.”

For one heartbeat Chloe simply stared. Hope rose before she could stop it. Laura saw immediately. Her smile widened.

“Talk as much as you want.”

Chloe’s fingers tightened slightly around the padlocks.

“Tell her how much you’ve missed her. Tell her about your old house. Your marriage. All those precious little memories you keep searching for every time you stare into her eyes.”

Chloe swallowed. Laura continued almost sweetly.

“You can tell her you still love her, if you want.”

The words hurt. Felix shifted in his chair, leaning forward with his forearms on his knees now, visibly entertained by the effect Laura was having on her. Laura leaned forward slightly.

“Tell her everything you’ve been desperate to say for the last three years.”

For a moment Chloe wondered whether Laura was actually giving her something. She looked towards Dolly. Only her eyes and mouth remained visible through the black hood, and she still stood facing Chloe, motionless and quiet.

Laura followed Chloe’s gaze.

“I thought you might enjoy some private time together.”

There was nothing kind in the way she said it.

Chloe knew Laura was enjoying the cruelty of the arrangement. She would finally be alone with Abby. She could stand beside her, touch her and speak to her. She could say everything she had been unable to say since the moment Laura appeared at the front door.

But speaking to her would not be simple.

The earplugs beneath the hood had reduced Abby’s hearing to almost nothing. Normal conversation, even from only a few feet away, would be little more than a distant murmur if it reached her at all. If Chloe wanted Abby to understand her, she would have to stand beside her, put her mouth close to her ear and speak loudly enough to force the words through the layers between them.

Laura knew that too.

“She won’t answer you.”

The hope inside Chloe faltered.

Laura smiled.

“Not unless I tell her she may.”

Felix’s shoulders moved with a quiet chuckle as he settled farther back into his chair.

For the briefest moment Chloe thought she saw something in Dolly’s eyes. Recognition. Sadness. Perhaps nothing at all. It vanished too quickly for her to trust it.

Laura rose from the sofa and moved behind Dolly. She did not speak to her. Instead, she reached for the leash hanging from Dolly’s collar and gathered the loose length into one hand.

Dolly reacted immediately to the movement. Her posture straightened by the smallest degree and her attention sharpened, even though she could not turn easily enough to see what Laura was doing behind her.

Laura stepped around her and held the loop of the leash towards Chloe.

Chloe stared at it.

Laura simply waited.

There was something almost worse about the silence. She did not need to explain what she wanted. She expected Chloe to understand.

Chloe slowly reached out and the leash settled into her hand. For a moment she could only look at it. She had spent the afternoon watching Laura hold the other end. Now it belonged to Chloe, temporarily at least.

Dolly’s eyes rested somewhere near her face, blank and subdued beneath the heavy makeup and unnaturally smooth skin.

Chloe curled her fingers around the leash. Laura’s expression showed obvious satisfaction.

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

Laura returned to the sofa without saying anything to Dolly.

That struck Chloe more deeply than another command might have. Laura did not need to tell her to follow. She trusted the leash, the routine and years of training to do that for her.

Chloe adjusted the collection of equipment in her other arm, then gave the leash the gentlest forward pressure.

Dolly stepped towards her.

Chloe froze for half a heartbeat.

No hesitation. No questioning glance towards Laura. Just the quiet acceptance of what the leash meant.

Chloe moved towards the living room door and Dolly followed beside her, taking the tiny, careful steps forced by the ballet boots.

Felix watched them approach the doorway. His gaze travelled briefly over Chloe’s face before one corner of his mouth lifted.

“And Chloe.”

She stopped immediately and turned towards him.

“Yes, Master?”

Felix gestured lightly towards her face.

“Freshen your makeup while you’re upstairs.”

Chloe’s hand almost rose towards her cheek before she stopped it. The tears, the embarrassment outside and everything Laura had put her through that afternoon had left her makeup less perfect than Felix expected.

“Yes, Master.”

Felix gave a small approving nod.

“Good girl.”

The praise produced the familiar warmth inside her despite everything else she was feeling.

“Thank you, Master.”

Chloe gave him a neat curtsey, careful not to pull unnecessarily on Dolly’s leash, then opened the living room door. She stepped into the hallway and Dolly followed.

Chloe closed the door behind them.

For the first time since Abby had arrived, Laura and Felix were no longer watching. The hallway felt strangely quiet. Chloe stood still for several seconds, the leash resting lightly in her hand while Dolly waited beside her.

She slowly turned towards the hooded woman.

“Abby?”

There was no response.

This time Chloe did not immediately take the silence as proof of obedience. At that distance Abby probably had not understood her at all.

Chloe stepped closer until she was beside her. Her stomach tightened as she leaned towards the hood, bringing her mouth almost against the material covering Abby’s ear.

She raised her voice.

“Abby, can you hear me?”

Dolly’s eyes shifted towards her.

The movement was small, but it was enough. She had heard that.

Chloe’s throat tightened. She stayed close, keeping her voice deliberately loud beside Abby’s ear.

“You know it’s me, don’t you?”

Dolly remained silent.

Chloe waited, searching the blank, heavily made-up face for anything the treatments had left behind. Nothing came. No word. No nod. No deliberate answer of any kind.

But Chloe could no longer blame the earplugs for that silence. Abby had heard her. She simply would not answer.

Laura had not needed to come upstairs. She had not even needed to give another command before they left. Whatever she had built into Dolly over the years had followed them out of the living room.

Chloe straightened and looked down at the leash in her hand, then towards the stairs.

“Come on,” she said, knowing the words themselves were probably lost.

She gave the slightest movement of the leash instead.

Dolly followed.

[image: climbing the stairs]

Together they began the slow climb towards Chloe’s bedroom.
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