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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.


Where Are You, Charlie?

Laura and Felix watched as Chloe guided Dolly from the room. The door closed softly behind them and, for a few moments, the living room became strangely quiet.

Then Chloe’s voice carried back through the hallway.

“Abby, can you hear me?”

Even raised, it remained soft and unmistakably feminine. There was nothing left in it that sounded like Charlie, nothing that even distress seemed capable of dragging back to the surface.

A few seconds later it came again.

“You know it’s me, don’t you?”

Then nothing.

Felix gave a low chuckle from the armchair opposite the sofa. He sank back into it, one broad forearm resting along the chair while his other hand settled heavily against his thigh. His posture was loose and comfortable, but his eyes remained on the doorway Chloe had disappeared through.

Laura sat at one end of the sofa, her long black hair falling over one shoulder, one leg crossed elegantly over the other. The dark leggings followed the line of her legs as she turned towards Felix.

“You really have trained her rather well.”

Felix looked across at her.

Laura glanced towards the door. “Although you can still see her fighting it.”

“I know.”

“You don’t mind?”

“I’d mind if she stopped.”

That drew Laura’s full attention.

Felix rubbed his palm over the roughness of his jaw. “I don’t want Charlie erased. What would be the point in that? I want her to remember exactly who she was. I want Charlie sitting there in her head knowing he doesn’t want to do something while Chloe is already doing it.”

Laura became very still.

“And every time she obeys,” Felix continued, “I want her to know she obeyed.”

A trace of appreciation appeared in Laura’s eyes.

“Oh, I like that better.” She regarded him for another moment. “I thought you were trying to replace him.”

“No. I’m not interested in an empty shell.”

“So Charlie is still useful.”

Felix’s mouth pulled into an easy grin. “Very.”

Laura’s gaze flicked towards the closed door again. “I suppose I understand why you enjoy her reluctance now.”

“You enjoy it too.”

“Of course I do.” Her tone was almost sweet. “Watching someone want to say no and then watching them behave themselves anyway is much more satisfying.”

Felix gave a quiet grunt of agreement.

“How long did it actually take?” Laura asked. “To get Charlie from the man I remember to that?”

“Not as long as you’d think.”

He shifted forward, setting both feet on the floor.

“By the time we convinced them that taking a break from each other was a good idea, Charlie already trusted me far more than he should have. Remember, he was only supposed to stay here temporarily.”

“I remember.”

“I knew I couldn’t start with anything big. If I’d handed him a dress on the first night, he’d have told me where to put it.”

Laura’s lips twitched.

“So I needed something small. Something embarrassing enough that he wouldn’t want Abby hearing about it.”

Her attention sharpened.

Felix leaned his forearms across his thighs.

“I bought a pair of panties in his size and pushed them down the side of one of the sofa cushions.”

Laura stared at him for a second.

“You planted them?”

“Of course I planted them.”

A delighted breath escaped her. “Felix.”

“A few days later I made sure I was away overnight. When I came home, I ‘found’ them.”

“And accused Charlie?”

“I held them up and asked whose they were.”

Laura tilted her head. “Surely he just said they weren’t his.”

“He did.”

Felix’s fingers curled once around the edge of the armchair.

“So I told him I was going to ring Abby.”

Laura’s expression changed almost immediately.

“Oh.”

“I told him there were only two possibilities. Either he’d been bringing another woman into my house while he was supposed to be staying with me…”

Felix reached towards the table, miming the movement of picking up his phone.

“…or they belonged to him.”

Laura slowly shook her head.

“That is cruel.”

“You approve.”

“Completely.”

Felix’s grin widened.

“He panicked. Properly panicked. The moment I picked up my phone, he was asking me not to tell her.”

“And you kept pushing.”

“I told him I wasn’t going to cover for him. If he’d been seeing another woman, Abby had a right to know.”

Laura watched him closely now.

“So he had a choice between admitting to something embarrassing and letting his wife think he’d cheated.”

“That was the choice I gave him.”

“And he chose the panties.”

“He looked at them, looked at my phone and told me they were his.”

Laura blinked.

“I honestly never thought Charlie had secretly cross-dressed.”

“He hadn’t.”

The amusement disappeared from her face for a moment.

“Never?”

“As far as I know, never. He’d never worn women’s clothes. He didn’t own any. He only claimed the panties because that lie frightened him less than the other one.”

Laura leaned slowly back against the sofa.

“So his first confession…”

“Was completely false.”

“And you knew.”

“I bought the evidence.”

Laura looked away for a moment, her lips pressing together.

“Poor Charlie.”

Felix turned his head towards her.

“You don’t mean that.”

She met his eyes again.

“No.”

The simple answer made him snort.

“The best part wasn’t making him claim the panties,” Felix said. “It was what came afterwards.”

Laura shifted, turning herself more towards him.

“Go on.”

Felix watched her for a second, then pushed himself up from the armchair.

Laura’s eyes followed him as he crossed the short distance between them. He dropped onto the sofa beside her, the cushions dipping under his weight and shifting her fractionally towards him.

He sat close. Not touching, quite, but close enough that Laura could feel the warmth of him along her side.
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Felix stretched one arm along the back of the sofa behind her and lowered his voice.

“I told him I knew people who cross-dressed, drag performers, trans women. I said I’d never once imagined him being interested in any of it.”

Laura tilted her head towards him.

“And he couldn’t explain why you were wrong.”

“He shook his head. That was about all he could manage.”

Felix’s voice had dropped to a quiet rumble now that there was no room between them to cross.

“So I sat him down and told him to explain himself.”

“How?”

“Badly.”

Laura’s eyes narrowed with interest.

“He had no story because there was no story. I’d ask him something and he’d freeze. Long silences. He was terrified he’d say the wrong thing and expose the whole lie.”

“So you helped.”

“I helped enormously.”

Laura looked sideways at him.

Felix’s thumb moved slowly across his knuckles.

“I’d ask if he enjoyed dressing. Nothing. So I’d say, ‘You enjoy it sometimes, though?’”

“And he nodded.”

“Eventually. Then I’d ask whether Abby knew. Did he feel feminine when he dressed? Did he dress completely? Wear makeup? How long had he been doing it?”

Laura held his gaze.

“And whenever he didn’t know what to say…”

“I gave him something to agree with.”

The corner of her mouth lifted.

“You invented Charlie’s secret life for him.”

“He supplied the nods.”

Laura’s knee shifted until the side of her leg rested lightly against his.

“And he let you do all of this because he was frightened you’d call Abby.”

“He’d committed himself to the lie. Every answer made it harder to get back out.”

“That’s the clever part.”

Felix looked at her.

Laura didn’t move.

“You didn’t force him to tell one enormous lie,” she said. “You let him build it himself one little answer at a time.”

Felix’s jaw tightened for a moment.

“That was the idea.”

His breathing had deepened slightly. Laura noticed the change but said nothing about it.

Felix continued.

“Eventually I told him I didn’t care what he wore in my house. I said he could relax around me. Be himself.”

Laura’s gaze remained fixed on his face.

“How very accepting.”

“I thought so.”

“What did he say?”

“He told me he was stopping.”

That genuinely surprised her.

“Really?”

“He said it had been a mistake. He shouldn’t be doing it and he wasn’t going to do it again.”

Laura’s eyes narrowed.

“That would have ruined everything.”

“I wasn’t having that.”

The grin returned to Felix’s face.

“So I looked at him and said, very quietly, ‘Does that mean you’ve been lying to me? Are those panties not yours after all?’”

Laura closed her eyes briefly.

“Oh, that’s nasty.”

“He fell apart again.”

Felix’s voice was low enough now that Laura had to listen rather than merely hear him.

“Suddenly the panties were definitely his. Dressing was something he definitely enjoyed. And yes, apparently he would love to dress while he was staying here.”

Laura opened her eyes.

“What did this lifelong secret dresser own besides the panties?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing at all?”

“Not a thing.”

“The one pair you planted.”

“The one pair I planted.”

Laura stared straight ahead for a moment.

“So by the end of that conversation, Charlie had never cross-dressed, owned nothing to cross-dress in, but had admitted to enjoying women’s clothes, makeup and feeling feminine.”

“And wanting to do it in my house.”

Laura turned slowly towards him.

“That really was the beginning, wasn’t it?”

Felix looked towards the hallway.

“That was the first crack.”

His hand settled more firmly against his thigh.

“I just had to keep opening it.”

The mantel clock ticked through a few seconds of silence.

Somewhere above them came the faint creak of a floorboard.

Felix’s chin lifted immediately.

Laura noticed.

They both listened.

Nothing followed.

Felix looked back at her.

“After that I offered to take Charlie shopping.”

“For women’s clothes?”

“There was a specialist shop in the city. Clothes, wigs, shoes, makeup. Everything.”

Laura rested her head lightly against the back of the sofa.

“I imagine he was delighted.”

“He nearly panicked himself through the floor.”

That earned the slightest upward movement at one corner of her mouth.

“He told me it wasn’t necessary. Said he could sort something out himself.”

“With what?”

“Precisely. He owned nothing. So I told him not to be ridiculous. I said I felt guilty for dragging his secret out of him and wanted to make it up to him.”

Laura turned her face towards Felix.

“You apologised.”

“I was very convincing.”

“I’m beginning to understand why.”

“He couldn’t refuse without making the entire story suspicious, so eventually he agreed.”

Felix stretched his legs out in front of him.

“That weekend we went into the city. He was nervous before we even got there. Kept checking who was around, as if everyone on the pavement somehow knew which shop we were heading towards.”

“And you?”

“I walked straight in.”

Laura’s eyes moved briefly over his broad frame.

“I can picture that.”

“I treated it like I was buying a pair of jeans.”

“And Charlie?”

“Wanted the ground to open up.”

Felix gave a low chuckle.

“I chose his first outfit. Shoes. Wig. Underwear. Makeup. Everything.”

Laura’s eyebrow lifted.

“He didn’t choose any of it?”

“I gave him the opportunity.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

Felix barked out a short laugh.

“He had no idea what he wanted because he didn’t actually want any of it. Every time I held something up, he’d stare at it and say he wasn’t sure.”

“So you chose.”

“Someone had to.”

Laura gave him a long, knowing look.

“Convenient.”

“Very.”

“The part that really got him was the price. Once he realised how much I’d spent, he freaked out again.”

“Charlie never liked owing people.”

“No. That helped.”

A trace of recognition softened Laura’s expression.

“He kept telling me it was too much. I told him to forget about it. He wouldn’t.”

“So you found another solution.”

Felix’s expression changed just enough that Laura noticed.

“I told him he could work it off.”

She became very still.

“What sort of work?”

“Nothing unreasonable. Cleaning. Washing up. Laundry. Keeping the place tidy while he was staying here.”

Laura’s gaze wandered around the immaculate living room.

“And he agreed.”

“He insisted.”

A small pause.

“That’s better,” Laura said.

Felix looked at her.

“You made him ask to repay you for clothes he’d never wanted, which you’d only bought because of a lie you invented.”

Felix gave a quiet grunt.

Laura turned her face towards him, her voice softening.

“You practically built your own maid.”

“Not yet.”

“No?”

“The housekeeper came first.”

A grin slowly spread across his face.

“The maid took a little longer.”

Laura held his gaze.

“So when did the two things become connected?”

“That first evening.”

Felix shifted forward, elbows resting briefly on his thighs.

“When we got home it was late afternoon. I told Charlie we’d start the chores properly the next day. Nothing dramatic. I wanted the housework to feel ordinary.”

“And the clothes?”

“I started dinner and told him to go upstairs, put on what we’d bought, try his makeup and come back down.”

Laura regarded him carefully.

“So dressing and cleaning were still two separate things.”

“In Charlie’s head, yes. That was important.”

“Housework was repayment.”

“And dressing was his supposed secret.”

Laura gave the faintest nod.

“You didn’t want him noticing the connection before you were ready.”

“Not until he’d already accepted both.”

For several seconds Laura simply looked at him.

“That was careful.”

“I knew what would happen if I rushed him.”

“And Charlie?”

“He tried to get out of it. Said he was tired. Maybe another day.”

“You’d only just got home.”

“That was what I told him. I said it was early, he had nowhere else to be and he didn’t have to feel embarrassed around me.”

Felix’s mouth curled.

“Besides, after everything I’d supposedly done to make him comfortable, refusing suddenly would have looked strange.”

Laura’s eyes held his.

“You made the lie protect itself.”

Felix pointed once towards her.

“There you go.”

“He gave in.”

“He stood there looking miserable for a while. Then he went upstairs.”

Felix settled back again.

“I started dinner. He took forever.”

“The makeup?”

“Mostly. He had absolutely no idea what he was doing.”

Laura lifted one hand briefly towards her own face.

“I almost wish I’d seen him.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you had.”

“That bad?”

“Worse.”

Felix paused.

“When the food was ready, I called upstairs.”

His grin returned.

“And I heard this pathetic little voice call back, ‘Please don’t laugh at me.’”

Laura’s expression softened into exaggerated sympathy.

“Poor Charlie.”

Felix gave her a flat look.

“You’re terrible.”

“I know.”

“Did he look that bad?”

“Awful. The wig wasn’t sitting properly. The makeup was uneven. Too much in some places, hardly any in others. He looked uncomfortable in every single thing he was wearing.”
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“And you said nothing.”

“Not one word.”

That interested Laura.

“Why?”

“Because if I laughed, he’d have run upstairs and changed.”

Felix leaned back, his arm again resting along the sofa behind her.

“So I acted like it was completely normal. I pulled his chair out for him. Told him he looked nice. Treated him like a woman.”

Laura turned towards him.

“Oh, that’s much better.”

“He didn’t know how to react. He’d spent the entire time upstairs preparing himself to be humiliated, and then I refused to humiliate him.”

“Which made him the only person behaving as though there was anything strange about it.”

Felix glanced at her.

“That was exactly what I wanted.”

His thumb drummed once against his thigh.

“Once he sat down, I asked him his feminine name.”

“On the first night?”

“Why wait?”

Laura’s attention sharpened.

“And what did he say?”

“He didn’t have one.”

“Obviously.”

“So I gave him one.”

Laura’s eyes moved towards the door.

“Chloe.”

“Chloe.”

Felix said the name quietly.

“He looked at me for a few seconds, then nodded.”

Laura remained still.

“And that was it?”

“That was the first time I called him Chloe and he allowed it.”

Felix’s gaze stayed on the hallway.

“The person upstairs right now started with one nod at a dinner table.”

Laura followed his gaze.

“All because Charlie was afraid Abby might think he’d cheated.”

“Pretty much.”

The absurdity of it seemed to amuse her more than any joke could have.

Above them came another faint sound. A muted movement across the bedroom floor, then stillness.

Felix looked towards the ceiling.

“Think she’s still trying?”

Laura reached calmly for her glass.

“I expect so.”

“And Dolly?”

“She’ll listen.”

Felix turned towards her. “But she won’t answer.”

“Not unless I allow it.”

Laura took a small sip.

“I told Chloe she was free to talk to her. I never gave Dolly permission to respond.”

Felix studied her.

“And she understands the difference?”

Laura lowered the glass.

“Dolly understands me.”

There was no boast in the words. That made them sound more certain.

Felix gave a low chuckle.

“Seems I’m not the only one who took his time.”

Laura’s eyes remained on his.

“No.”

A beat passed.

“You’re not.”

The air between them had become strangely intimate, the conversation no longer travelling across the room but passing quietly between two people sitting almost shoulder to shoulder.

Laura glanced towards his hand, still heavy against his thigh, then back to his face.

“Keep going.”

Felix settled farther into the sofa.

“We ate dinner. I didn’t draw attention to how bad he looked. Just little suggestions. Adjust the wig. Watch some makeup tutorials. Maybe try less next time.”

“You were teaching him.”

“I was giving him problems he could solve.”

Laura considered that.

“Which gives him a reason to try again.”

“Exactly.”

The word slipped out naturally this time.

“That first night, I didn’t need him to enjoy anything. I only needed him to get through dinner and discover that nothing terrible happened.”

“And then?”

“I reminded him about our arrangement.”

“The chores.”

“I told him he could help clear the table and wash up.”

Laura’s eyes sharpened.

“Still dressed?”

Felix looked at her.

“Of course.”

Laura went still again.

For a moment she could almost see it: Charlie at the sink in an unfamiliar outfit, wig touching the back of his neck, the heels making a hard little sound against the kitchen floor whenever he shifted his weight.

“So Chloe did Charlie’s housework.”

“Technically.”

Felix’s mouth twitched.

“He hated the shoes. He wasn’t used to the balance, and every time he moved along the counter you could hear them clicking on the tiles. The skirt kept reminding him what he was wearing whenever it brushed against his legs.”

Laura’s eyes remained on him.

“But he kept washing the dishes.”
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“Yes.”

“Because the clothes and the chore were still separate in his mind.”

Felix nodded once.

“He was dressed because of the secret he’d invented. He was washing dishes because he owed me money. He could be embarrassed about both without admitting they were becoming connected.”

Laura’s gaze drifted towards the dining room.

“Two harmless little arrangements.”

“That happened to overlap.”

“How fortunate.”

Felix’s grin returned.

“The next time I asked him to dress for dinner, he still resisted. Just not quite as much.”

“And afterwards?”

“He washed up.”

“The time after that?”

“Same again.”

Laura’s expression became thoughtful.

“So you made the sequence predictable.”

“Eventually. At first it was once or twice a week. Then four times. Before long, dinner meant Chloe.”

“And the chores?”

“Those were already becoming normal. At first Charlie cleaned during the day, changed before dinner, then changed back at bedtime.”

Felix paused.

“Then I started leaving little jobs until later.”

Laura looked directly at him.

“There she is.”

“Not yet.”

“The maid.”

“Still just Chloe doing a few things around the house.”

Laura’s look told him exactly what she thought of that distinction.

Felix spread one hand.

“I never said, ‘Put on women’s clothes and clean for me.’ If I’d said that, Charlie would have heard what it was.”

“So instead?”

“‘Leave the washing up until after dinner.’”

Laura waited.

“‘You can fold the laundry later.’”

Another beat.

“‘Don’t worry about that now. Do it after you’ve changed.’”

Laura’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“And Chloe just happened to be the one who did it.”

“That was how Charlie explained it to himself.”

The clock continued its steady ticking.

Felix looked across the room towards the dining area.

“Before long Chloe was sitting down to dinner with me every night.”

Laura followed his gaze.

“That still sounds quick.”

“It didn’t feel quick while it was happening.”

Felix shook his head.

“One dinner. Then another. One evening washing dishes. Another folding laundry. A little more makeup. Slightly better shoes. By the time Charlie noticed one thing had become normal, I’d already moved the boundary again.”

Laura turned back towards him.

“Patient.”

“I had time.”

“Was he Chloe all day by then?”

“No.”

Felix shook his head firmly.

“Not even close. He was Charlie most of the day. He’d go upstairs before dinner, change, come back down as Chloe and stay that way until bedtime.”

Laura pictured it.

“So every evening Charlie disappeared upstairs.”

“And Chloe came down.”

“And every morning he could still tell himself it was temporary.”

“That mattered.”

“Why?”

Felix’s expression became more serious.

“Because if I’d shown Charlie where the road ended, he’d never have taken the first step.”

His eyes shifted towards the hallway.

“If I’d told him that first week that one day he’d be standing where Chloe stood today, looking the way she does, speaking the way she does and obeying me without thinking, he’d have packed his bags and gone home.”

Laura said nothing.

“So I never showed him the destination.”

Felix’s voice had fallen quiet again.

“I only showed him the next step.”

Laura looked towards the ceiling.

Somewhere above them was Chloe, almost unrecognisable from the man Felix was describing, desperately trying to reach the woman she still thought of as her wife.

The silence stretched.

Then Laura turned back towards Felix.

“And while Charlie kept telling himself nothing important had changed, Chloe went from not existing at all to eating dinner with you every night, cleaning your house and answering to a name you chose.”

Felix’s hand tightened once against the sofa.

Then relaxed.

“Without Charlie ever deciding that was what he wanted.”

Laura held his gaze for a long moment.

Her voice, when it came, was almost affectionate.

“I can see why you remember it so fondly.”

* * *

Upstairs, Abby sat on the edge of Chloe’s bed while Chloe stood close beside her, desperately trying to reach the woman beneath the hood, the rigid collar and everything Laura had made of her.

The earplugs reduced ordinary speech to little more than a distant murmur. Chloe had already discovered that downstairs. If she wanted Abby to hear her, she had to lean close to her ear and speak loudly enough for the words to force their way through.

“Please, Abby. It’s me.”

Abby’s eyes shifted towards her.

That tiny response was enough to make Chloe’s heart jump. She moved closer until her cheek was almost beside the smooth black hood.

“It’s Cha…”

The name stopped.

Chloe froze, her lips still parted around the unfinished sound. She knew exactly what she had meant to say.

Charlie.

The name existed perfectly inside her head. Charlie sitting beside Abby on the sofa. Charlie waking next to her. Charlie arguing with her over something stupid and apologising ten minutes later. Charlie holding her hand without ever considering that there might come a day when simply remembering the touch would hurt.

Abby’s husband.

The man Chloe remembered being.

“Cha…”

Nothing followed.

Her throat tightened as she tried to force the rest of the name out, but years of correction seemed to close around it before it reached her lips. The memories remained. The name remained. Her voice simply would not give it back to her.

For several seconds Chloe could only stand there, horrified by something she had never fully understood until that moment.

Felix had not removed Charlie from her memories.

He had done something crueller.

He had taken the name out of her mouth.

“It’s…”

Chloe swallowed.

“…Chloe.”

The feminine voice sounded horribly gentle in the quiet room. Nothing like Charlie. Not his tone, not his roughness, not even the little imperfections Chloe could still hear when she remembered his voice clearly enough.

Not even now, while trying to make his wife recognise him.

Abby looked back at her. The high collar allowed almost no movement and the hood concealed most of her face, but her eyes remained exposed.

Chloe saw the sadness immediately.

“You do know me.”

Something changed around Abby’s eyes.

Chloe leaned closer again, desperate to believe what she was seeing. “You do. I know you do. Abby, just tell me you remember me. Please. That’s all I want. Just tell me you remember.”

Abby’s lips remained closed, yet the pain in her eyes deepened. Chloe could see the effort now, the faint tightening around them and the almost imperceptible movement of Abby’s mouth beneath the hood.

Abby wanted to answer.

That was worse.

“Please, Abby.”

Chloe waited.

For one terrible second Abby’s lips parted and Chloe stopped breathing. Then they closed again.

No sound came.

Laura was downstairs, but she did not need to be in the room. That realisation settled heavily over Chloe. Laura had told her she could speak to Dolly. She had also made it perfectly clear that Dolly would not answer unless Laura allowed her to.

And Abby was obeying.

Even here.

Even with the person she had once called her husband begging inches from her face.

“Oh, Abby…”

Chloe turned away before the tears could properly spill and crossed to the dressing table for a tissue. Her reflection caught her before she could avoid it.

The makeup was still almost perfect.

Blonde hair remained neatly arranged beneath the white maid headpiece. Her brows were precise. Dark lashes framed eyes made larger by careful liner. Foundation left her complexion smooth and even, blush gave her cheeks a delicate warmth, and the soft colour on her lips made them appear fuller than Charlie’s ever had.

Only the eyes betrayed her. They were wet and slightly reddened, tears gathering along the lower lashes.

Chloe dabbed carefully beneath them.

Even crying had become something she knew how to do without ruining her makeup.

She hated that.

Behind her, reflected in the mirror, Abby remained silently seated on the bed, watching.

Chloe lowered the tissue and turned towards the things Laura had given her: the thick belt, the cuffs, the padlocks and keys, and the blindfold.

Her stomach tightened.

She did not want to touch any of them.

Mistress Laura’s instructions returned with perfect clarity. Take Dolly upstairs. Loosen the corset for comfort. Remove the armbinder. Replace it with the cuffs secured to the belt. Then blindfold her.

Chloe moved behind Abby and studied the restraints. The armbinder covered most of the corset lacing.

“That doesn’t…”

Her voice faded.

There was no sensible way to loosen the corset properly with Abby’s arms still trapped behind her and the long binder lying directly over the laces.

Mistress Laura must have got the order wrong.

The thought came almost timidly. Even privately questioning Laura’s instructions felt strangely dangerous. Surely she had meant for Chloe to remove the armbinder first.

Chloe swallowed. Laura had told her what result she wanted, and Chloe knew how to achieve it.

That brought no comfort.

Even frightened, upset and desperate not to continue, Chloe was still reorganising Laura’s instructions in her head so she could carry them out correctly.

“At least I can take this off.”

She climbed onto the bed behind Abby and reached for the armbinder.

The first fastening released with a sharp metallic click that seemed far too loud in the softness of the bedroom. Everything else was muted: bedding beneath them, smooth latex, padded leather and Abby’s quiet breathing.

Another buckle followed.

Click.

Then another.

Click.

Chloe worked slowly, supporting Abby’s arms as the restraint loosened instead of allowing them to fall awkwardly. At last the long polished binder slipped free and she placed it beside them.

For a moment Abby kept her arms behind her.

Chloe watched, confused.

“You can move them.”

There was a pause before Abby slowly brought her arms forward and allowed her hands to settle beside her thighs.

Free.

Actually free.

Chloe’s throat tightened as Abby’s fingers flexed slightly.

Those hands.

She remembered them carrying mugs into the living room, reaching across restaurant tables, brushing hair from Abby’s own face when the wind caught it, touching Charlie’s shoulder while passing behind him, playing absently with his fingers while they watched television.

Ordinary things neither of them had ever thought might one day become memories worth grieving.

Abby did not reach for Chloe. She did not try to remove the hood or touch the collar. Her hands simply remained beside her.

That hurt too.

Chloe shifted behind her and finally had proper access to the corset.

“Let me make you more comfortable.”

Her fingers found the knot and released it carefully before she began working through the lacing section by section. The first adjustment eased only a little of the pressure.

Abby gave the smallest sound, barely more than a delicate breath.

Chloe stopped immediately.

“Did I hurt you?”

No answer.

Of course not.

Chloe pressed her lips together and continued, loosening the corset gradually rather than releasing it all at once. The severe shape remained, but the rigid compression softened and Abby’s breathing began to deepen.

“That’s better, isn’t it?”

Abby’s eyes shifted towards her.

Chloe chose to take that as yes.

She loosened another section, then another, before finally examining the lacing. She suspected Mistress Laura normally kept it considerably tighter.

For once, she did not correct herself.

Mistress Laura had specifically said to loosen it for comfort, so Chloe would make Abby comfortable.

As comfortable as she could, anyway.

She secured the loosened laces and moved back around to face her.

The sadness in Abby’s eyes had not gone anywhere.

Chloe tried to give her a reassuring smile, but it barely formed.

“I’m sorry, Abby.”

Abby looked away.

The movement was tiny because of the collar, but unmistakable.

Chloe’s expression collapsed as her attention dropped towards the heavy belt.

Abby’s arms were still free. That brief freedom suddenly felt precious. She could lift them, move them wherever she wanted, reach towards Chloe, touch the bed, even touch her own face if the collar and hood allowed it.

For these few moments, her hands belonged to her.

And Chloe was about to take that away.

“I don’t want to do this.”

Abby remained turned away.

“I really don’t.”

Nothing.

Chloe picked up the belt.

“But she told me to.”

The excuse sounded pathetic as soon as she heard herself say it.

She wrapped the thick leather carefully around Abby’s waist, checking that nothing caught against the loosened corset. Then she picked up the first padlock.

Her hand stopped.

The room was almost completely silent. Soft bedding, latex moving faintly against itself, padded leather and Abby breathing.

Chloe pushed the lock through the fastening.

Click.

The hard metallic snap cut through everything.

She flinched.

The second fastening waited.

Click.

There was something absolute about the noise. Laura was downstairs, yet every closed lock somehow made her presence stronger.

Chloe picked up the cuffs.

“No.”

Abby’s eyes returned to her.

Chloe held one cuff in each hand. “No, I don’t want to.”

For several seconds she did nothing. Abby’s hands remained free beside her and Chloe wanted desperately to leave them that way. She wanted Abby to reach for her, pull the hood away, ignore Laura and say Charlie’s name for both of them.

Abby did none of those things.

And Chloe’s hands began moving anyway.

She gently took Abby’s left wrist and wrapped the cuff around it, then repeated the process with the right. She fastened both with painful care, automatically checking that they were secure without being unnecessarily tight.

That competence hurt almost as much as the restraints themselves.

Reluctance did not make her clumsy.

Grief did not make her forget how to obey.

Chloe leaned close to Abby’s ear.

“Climb onto the bed and lie down.”

Abby obeyed immediately, moving farther onto the mattress and lowering herself onto the covers without hesitation or question.

Chloe watched her.

“Abby…”

For perhaps the first time, Chloe desperately wanted her wife to disobey. Not because she wanted trouble, but because one refusal would have felt familiar. One angry shake of the head. One attempt to pull her wrist away.

Anything.

Instead Abby waited.

Chloe took her left wrist and guided it towards the belt. The padlock felt strangely heavy in her palm.

“I’m sorry.”

Click.

Abby’s arm was secured.

Chloe took the other wrist and stopped for longer. The hand was warm in hers, free only moments before. Now Chloe was fastening it down because Laura had instructed her to.

She searched Abby’s eyes.

The pain there was unmistakable.

And Chloe finally understood something she had been desperately trying not to understand.

Abby’s lack of resistance did not mean she felt nothing. It did not necessarily mean she wanted any of this. It meant Laura had taught her not to express those feelings through disobedience.

The sadness remained.

The woman Chloe remembered was still capable of hurting.

She simply remained still while it happened.

The second lock closed.

Click.

Chloe kept hold of Abby’s hand for several seconds afterwards, her thumb resting lightly against the exposed tips of her fingers.

“I know you remember me.”

Abby looked directly at her.

Chloe swallowed.

“I know you do.”

Then she reached for the blindfold.

Her hand stopped halfway.

Of everything Laura had given her, this was suddenly the thing Chloe hated most. The hood still left Abby’s eyes visible, and those eyes were the only place Chloe could still find her.

Once the blindfold was lowered, even that would disappear.

“Do I really have to take those away too?”

Abby could not answer.

Every question ended the same way.

Silence.

Chloe moved closer and positioned the blindfold against the hood. Before lowering it, she paused.

Their eyes met one final time.

Abby’s were wet now.

So were Chloe’s.

“Please remember me.”

Something moved in Abby’s expression.

Tiny. Painful.

Enough.

Chloe lowered the blindfold, buckled it around the hood and carefully checked its position before fastening it securely.

The final lock closed.

Click.

And Abby disappeared behind it.

Chloe remained sitting beside her. Without Abby’s eyes, the room seemed suddenly emptier.

She reached towards the dressing table for another tissue and carefully wiped beneath both eyes.

“I’m sorry.”

The words were barely more than a whisper.

Then Chloe heard something.

A faint hum.

She stopped.

At first she thought it came from outside the bedroom, perhaps the heating or some electrical appliance running farther along the corridor. She held her breath and listened.

There it was again.

Low, steady and close.

Chloe turned towards Abby.

The sound was coming from the bed.

“What is that?”

There was no answer.

She shifted closer and lowered her head towards Abby’s hip. The hum became clearer, a faint continuous mechanical vibration.

Chloe frowned and moved her ear lower.

Then stopped.

The sound was coming from beneath the latex, somewhere between Abby’s thighs.

For several seconds Chloe simply remained there, listening.

Something powered had been left running beneath the suit.

She slowly lifted her head.

“You didn’t tell me about that.”

Abby lay perfectly still. Blindfolded. Earplugs shutting away most of the room. Wrists secured to the belt. Corset loosened just enough to allow easier breathing.

And still the quiet mechanical hum continued beneath everything.

Chloe’s gaze dropped towards the corset she had so carefully loosened.

She had told herself she was making Abby comfortable, giving her a chance to rest.

But Laura had left something else running.

Even lying perfectly still, Abby could not simply switch off and be left alone with her own thoughts. Some part of her body was still being subjected to a constant artificial sensation Chloe had neither been told about nor given permission to stop.

The small act of loosening the corset suddenly felt almost meaningless. Chloe had eased one pressure while Laura had ensured another never disappeared.

Her stomach turned.

“Does she ever let you rest?”

No answer.

Of course.

The hum continued, quiet enough to ignore for a few seconds but impossible to forget once Chloe knew it was there.

Laura had told her exactly what to remove: the armbinder, the corset tension, the old restraints. Nothing about whatever was still operating beneath the latex.

Chloe did not touch it.

She hated herself for that too.

Eventually Felix’s final instruction returned to her.

Freshen your makeup.

Chloe closed her eyes.

“Of course.”

The bitterness sounded almost absurd coming through such a soft, polished voice.

She crossed to the dressing table and opened the drawer where she normally kept her cleansing wipes. A compact and makeup sponge shifted beneath her fingers, but there were no wipes.

Then she remembered.

“The bathroom.”

Chloe hurried into the corridor. Her heels struck the floor in quick, confident steps. She no longer needed to think about the height, the balance or where to place her feet.

Even distressed, her body knew.

She hated noticing that.

The wipes were beside the bathroom sink. Chloe grabbed them and returned almost immediately.

[image: Chloe in her maid uniform entering the bathroom to collect cleansing wipes.]

Abby had not moved.

The quiet hum remained.

Chloe tried not to listen to it as she sat at the dressing table.

For several moments she did nothing.

The mirror showed her everything at once.

Blonde hair swept neatly into its bun beneath the white maid headpiece. Precisely shaped brows. Dark lashes. Smooth foundation. Carefully defined eyes. Warm blush. Soft glossy lips. The white edging of her maid uniform framing her throat and shoulders.

She looked finished.

Pretty.

Feminine.

Composed.

Only the redness around her eyes spoiled the illusion.

Behind her in the mirror, Abby lay across the bed in black latex, hooded and blindfolded, her wrists fastened to the heavy belt.

Chloe studied the two women reflected together.

There was no Charlie.

There was no Abby she remembered.

Just Chloe and Dolly.

“Look at us, Abby.”

Her voice cracked.

Chloe opened the packet of cleansing wipes. The first one felt cold against her fingers as she pressed it to her cheek.

When she pulled it away, a beige streak marked the white material and a clean path cut through the foundation. For a moment that single exposed strip of skin made her face look damaged, as though the polished woman in the mirror had cracked.

She wiped again, clearing one cheek and then the other. The carefully blended blush disappeared with the foundation, leaving her complexion pale and uneven.

She folded the wipe over and worked along her jaw, then towards her ears and hairline, clearing every trace she knew might remain visible if she missed it.

Even removing the makeup had become practised.

A fresh wipe took care of her lips. The first pass smeared the colour beyond their edges, briefly leaving her untidy. The second faded it, and another left her lips pale and bare.

Chloe studied them.

Still soft.

Still feminine.

Still not Charlie’s.

Her fingers tightened around the stained wipe.

Next came the eyes.

She closed one and pressed the damp cloth gently against the lid, allowing the remover to soften the makeup before drawing it slowly outward. Black liner smeared onto the white fabric and mascara followed.

She repeated the motion until the lashes lost their dark definition and the skin around the eye was bare.

When Chloe opened both eyes, one side remained perfect while the other looked tired and vulnerable.

She leaned closer to the mirror.

The difference was startling.

Half of Felix’s Chloe remained.

Half had been wiped away.

For a fleeting moment Chloe wondered which side she hated more.

She cleaned the second eye, carefully working beneath the lower lashes and into the corners until nothing remained. Then she wiped away the product sharpening her brows.

The underlying shape could not be removed. Years of grooming had seen to that.

Gradually the finished face disappeared.

When Chloe finally lowered her hands, she was bare-faced.

She waited.

Nothing happened.

Charlie did not return.

There was no masculine face hidden beneath the foundation. No familiar man waiting for her to remove the disguise.

The features were still soft.

Still altered.

Still Chloe.

Her eyes filled again.

For years, some part of her had treated the makeup as a mask Felix made her wear. Sitting here now, she could see how little of Chloe actually came off with it.

Her bare face somehow frightened her more than the made-up one.

Without the makeup she was not Charlie.

But she was not the perfect Chloe Felix expected either.

She was caught somewhere between them, exhausted, red-eyed and unfinished.

Broken.

Chloe lowered her gaze towards the cosmetics arranged in front of her.

She knew how to fix this face.

That was the horrible part.

She knew exactly how.

Her hand moved towards the primer, and this time Chloe understood why she did not stop it.

Becoming Charlie again was impossible.

But becoming Felix’s Chloe was something she knew how to do perfectly.

There was comfort in competence, however much she hated admitting it.

She squeezed a small amount of primer onto her fingertips and spread the familiar texture across her skin, working from the centre of her face outward over her forehead, cheeks, nose and chin.

Smooth, even movements.

She knew exactly how much to use and exactly how long to wait before the next step.

Once the primer had settled, Chloe reached for the foundation. She measured a small amount onto the back of her hand, picked up the damp sponge and began tapping it into her skin.

The redness on one cheek disappeared, then the other. She blended carefully beneath her eyes, covering the evidence of crying, then worked across the nose, around her mouth, along the chin and finally down across the jaw and slightly onto the neck so there would be no visible edge.

When she leaned back, the woman in the mirror already looked calmer.

She was not calmer.

Only the evidence had gone.

Concealer came next, a small sweep beneath each eye and a touch at the inner corners. Chloe tapped it into place before finishing with the sponge.

The shadows disappeared.

Her face looked rested now.

Almost peaceful.

The contrast made her feel sick.

She dusted powder lightly across the areas most likely to shine, then picked up the small brow brush and combed each brow neatly into place.

Short, precise strokes filled them without making them too dark or harsh. Felix liked a clean arch, and Chloe knew exactly where it should rise and taper.

She did not need to think anymore.

Her hand simply knew.

She reached for the eye palette and swept a pale shade gently across each lid, followed by something slightly deeper through the crease. The brush moved in familiar circles until there was no hard edge.

The rhythm began to settle her breathing despite herself.

Brush. Tap away the excess. Apply. Blend. Check.

Repeat.

Chloe realised what was happening and hated it.

The routine was calming her.

Making Chloe perfect was comforting because it was something she could still succeed at.

She leaned closer for the eyeliner, bracing her elbow against the dressing table until her hand became perfectly steady.

The first thin line followed the upper lashes, controlled and smooth, extending slightly at the corner. Then came the second eye.

Chloe leaned back and compared them.

The right side was fractionally lower.

Barely noticeable.

She noticed.

Of course she did.

A few careful movements corrected it.

Perfect.

She could not say Charlie.

But she could detect a flaw in her eyeliner that almost nobody else would ever see.

The thought struck with such force that Chloe had to put the applicator down for a moment.

Behind her, the low mechanical hum continued.

Eventually she picked it up again.

Mascara followed. Slow strokes from root to tip, turning the brush slightly as she worked so the lashes remained separated.

One coat.

Then another light one.

Her eyes became larger, more open and unmistakably feminine.

Chloe watched the familiar face return stage by stage.

She picked up the blush next, touching a small amount to the apples of her cheeks and blending it upwards until the warmth looked natural.

A face that had been pale and miserable only minutes before now looked healthy again.

Then came her lips.

Chloe hesitated.

In the mirror, Abby remained blindfolded behind her. The quiet hum was still there whenever Chloe allowed herself to hear it.

She returned her attention to her reflection.

The liner followed the shape Felix preferred, subtly sharpening the altered curve of her mouth before Chloe carefully filled it with soft colour.

She pressed her lips together once.

A little gloss completed them.

Chloe sat back.

The transformation was finished.

The woman in the mirror looked immaculate.

[image: Chloe looking at her freshly repaired makeup in the dressing-table mirror.]

Fresh.

Pretty.

Composed.

There was no visible evidence that she had been crying, no visible evidence that she had just locked her own wife onto the bed, and no visible evidence that minutes earlier she had tried and failed to say her own name.

Felix would be pleased.

The thought brought a tiny flicker of relief before Chloe could stop it.

She saw the change in her own expression.

Only slight.

But it was there.

And she hated herself for that too.

Behind her, Abby remained blindfolded and silent while the faint hum continued beneath the stillness.

Chloe watched their reflection for a long moment.

The perfect maid sitting at the dressing table.

The perfect Dolly lying behind her.

Charlie and Abby nowhere she could see.

Her eyes began to fill again, threatening the makeup she had only just finished.

Very softly, Chloe said, “I wish I knew where we went.”

For several seconds there was only silence.

Then Felix’s voice carried up from downstairs.

“Chloe!”

She stiffened.

Her eyes lifted automatically towards the bedroom door.

“Come down here.”

The response left her before she had even decided to give it.

“Yes, Master!”

Chloe heard the sweetness in her own voice and closed her eyes for a moment.

Then she checked her reflection one final time, dabbed carefully beneath one eye to make certain no moisture had disturbed the concealer, straightened her maid headpiece and smoothed the white apron over her glossy skirt.

Perfect again.

She rose from the dressing table and glanced back at Abby.

“I have to go.”

Abby remained silent beneath the blindfold.

The hum continued.

Chloe hesitated at the door for only a moment before years of habit pulled her onwards.

Her Master had called.

And Chloe went downstairs.
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