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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. Some small details may not match the story exactly, but I hope the pictures still add something to the story and help you picture the characters and scenes as you read.


Be Good, Charlie

Chloe reacted before she had time to think.

Her Master had called.

She gave herself one final glance in the dressing-table mirror. The makeup she had only just repaired remained immaculate, her blonde hair neatly arranged beneath the little white maid’s cap.

Behind her in the reflection, Abby lay across Chloe’s bed exactly where she had been left. She was still blindfolded, her wrists secured, but she was no longer completely still.

The faint, relentless mechanical vibration beneath the black latex suddenly spiked, humming audibly against the mattress. Abby’s spine arched involuntarily, lifting her back from the bedding. The glossy latex pulled taut across her ribcage as her shoulders snapped back, every muscle locking rigid in a desperate, trembling war against her own reflexes.

For several seconds, she succeeded in freezing her body in place.

Then the rhythm shifted, dropping into a deep, heavy pulse.

Abby’s knees clamped together so hard her thighs trembled. The thick leather of her cuffs creaked as her fingers curled into tight, bloodless fists against the restraints. A ragged breath caught behind the hood. She bit down hard on her lower lip, pressing her mouth into a tight, pale line as though even exhaling might be a violation of her orders.

A wet, broken little whimper tore through her throat anyway.

Chloe froze in front of the mirror.

“Abby...”

Another violent shudder racked Abby's frame. She immediately tried to suppress that too, forcing her head back into the pillows, her jaw clenched tight enough to ache as she swallowed the sound of her own distress.

Chloe stared at the reflection.

This wasn't random discomfort. Laura had left Abby deliberately overwhelmed and unable to settle, but what disturbed Chloe most was the way Abby fought against herself. Her body kept demanding movement, yet each time she reacted she struggled to stop. Even the little sounds were being swallowed and hidden as though losing control might disappoint someone who was not even in the room.

Laura didn't need to be there.

Chloe remembered Abby downstairs: the sudden concentration whenever Laura spoke, the way her attention followed her Mistress, the hesitation before every response, and the constant need to wait for permission.

It looked different now.

Laura had not merely taught Abby what she was allowed to do. She had taught her what mattered. When Abby was uncertain, she looked to Laura. When she wanted reassurance, she looked to Laura. When she needed something, she waited for Laura.

Even now, alone upstairs and unable to settle, some part of Abby was still trying desperately to behave exactly as her Mistress expected.

The hum changed again. Abby’s composure broke for an instant. Her body shifted against the mattress before she caught herself, and a strangled little sound started in her throat.

She forced it down.

“My God...” Chloe whispered.

There was no mistaking the intensity of Abby’s reaction. Yet Chloe found herself noticing something else at almost the exact same moment.

Nothing happened to her.

Once, Charlie’s body would have reacted automatically to the sight and sound of an attractive woman in such a state. He would not even have needed to want the reaction; it would simply have happened before thought could catch up.

Chloe waited without consciously meaning to.

Nothing happened.

Her eyes dropped briefly towards herself. Nothing. No excitement. No desire. Only disbelief and worry.

Chloe slowly looked back at the mirror. The absence should have been reassuring. Charlie had spent years wishing his body would stop reacting at embarrassing moments. But remembering that reaction and still possessing it were apparently not the same thing.

It felt like remembering someone else’s reflex. Another part of Charlie that existed perfectly clearly in Chloe’s memory while no longer existing in quite the same way inside her body.

Abby gave another tiny, suppressed whimper and turned her head towards the bedroom door. The movement stopped almost immediately, as though even that small attempt had been more than she believed she was permitted.

Laura was downstairs.

Abby was still waiting for her.
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Chloe suddenly became conscious of the collar at her own throat. It had not tightened, yet she could feel her pulse beating against it. Her wife lay on Chloe’s bed struggling to suppress her own body because Laura might expect her to remain still.

And Chloe was standing there because Felix had told her to come downstairs.

“What has she done to you?” she whispered.

Abby’s body tightened again. Another tiny sound escaped before she managed to swallow it.

Chloe remained at the mirror for another second.

“I have to go.”

She hated the words as soon as she heard them.

But her Master had called.

Chloe turned away and left the bedroom. The cream carpet softened her footsteps along the upstairs corridor. Even in her hurry, years of practice determined the way she moved. Her back remained straight, her steps small and precise, her hips settling naturally into the familiar movement Felix had corrected so many times that Chloe no longer consciously produced it.

Her body simply knew.

The stairs were much the same. Once, six-inch heels had demanded nearly all her concentration. Now Chloe skimmed one hand along the banister while her feet found each step without hesitation.

At the bottom, her heels met laminate with a sharp click.

The sound seemed unnaturally loud after the bedroom.

Chloe crossed the hallway and stopped outside the living-room door. She tapped gently and waited.

“Enter.”

The effect of Felix’s voice was immediate. Her shoulders settled and the tension she had carried downstairs eased by the smallest degree.

She opened the door.

Felix and Laura were sitting together on the sofa, both looking completely relaxed. That bothered Chloe more than if they had looked serious. She crossed the room and stopped in front of Felix, gathering a little of her glossy skirt before lowering herself into a careful curtsey.

“You called for me, Master?”

Laura regarded her with obvious amusement. “She really is such a good girl.”

Felix glanced at Chloe. “Most of the time.”

Her fingertips pressed slightly harder into the latex.

Most of the time? Had she done something wrong?

Felix seemed in no hurry to explain. “Chloe.”

Her attention lifted immediately. “Yes, Master?”

“We’ve decided what we want for dinner. We thought we’d have something nice.”

Laura glanced towards him, and something private and amused passed between them.

“Something to celebrate,” she added.

Chloe looked from one to the other. Celebrate what?

The question reached her mouth and stopped there. “Of course, Master. What would you like?”

“Lasagne.”

Chloe waited, but nothing followed.

“Lasagne, Master?”

“That’s right.”

“Yes, Master.”

Felix settled farther back. “Have we got everything?”

Chloe pictured the kitchen. The pasta sheets were gone. There might have been some minced beef left in the freezer, but not enough. Tomatoes were running low and the milk needed replacing anyway.

“I don’t think so, Master. I’ll need to go to the shop.”

“All right. Put your long coat on over the uniform. Take your purse and the house key.”
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“Yes, Master.”

His gaze moved towards her cap. “You can take that off while you’re out.”

Relief arrived embarrassingly quickly. With the coat fastened, the latex dress, white apron, and cuffs would disappear, and without the cap there would be little to distinguish Chloe from any other woman walking to the supermarket in a smart coat and heels.

“Thank you, Master.” She gathered her skirt again. “Excuse me, Master. Mistress Laura.”

“Wait.”

Chloe stopped halfway into the curtsey and straightened. “Yes, Mistress Laura?”

Laura’s expression had changed. There was a familiar sharpness in her eyes now. “Did you speak to my Dolly upstairs?”

The relief vanished. Abby.

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

Laura lifted one eyebrow. “Did you?”

Chloe’s fingers tightened around her skirt. She knew exactly what Laura wanted.

“Try that again.”

The collar seemed suddenly more noticeable against Chloe’s pulse. She lowered her gaze. “I spoke to your Dolly, Mistress Laura.”

“There we are.” Laura relaxed. “And did my Dolly answer you?”

“No, Mistress Laura.”

“No?”

Chloe swallowed. “No, Mistress.”

Laura’s expression softened with unmistakable satisfaction. “Such a good girl.”

Chloe forced her fingers to relax. She wanted to tell Laura that Abby had tried. That she remembered. That something still existed behind the silence.

Instead, Chloe remained where she was, her hands composed neatly in front of her apron.

Laura allowed the silence to linger before making a small gesture towards the door. “Now you may go.”

Chloe had barely moved when Felix spoke. “And Chloe?”

She turned immediately. “Yes, Master?”

“Don’t take all afternoon.”

His tone was almost teasing. The pleasant expression appeared on Chloe’s face before she consciously produced it.

“No, Master.” She completed her curtsey. “Excuse me, Master. Mistress Laura.”

Laura gave her a little wave. “Off you go.”

Chloe left and closed the door carefully behind her.

* * *

The latch clicked shut.

Laura’s attention dropped almost immediately to the phone in her hand. The pale, sterile light of the screen reflected in her dark eyes, casting a sharp glow across her features.

Felix watched her thumb hover over the glass. It did not move right away. She let it hang there with agonizing deliberation, her lips parting in a slow, predatory grin. Then, pressing the pad of her thumb to the screen, she dragged it upward in one smooth, unbroken motion.

She stopped. Watched the display. Waited.

The grin widened, settling into an expression of absolute, satisfied cruelty.

“Laura.”

“Mm?”

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing.”

Felix gave her a flat look. She glanced up just long enough to see it and laughed, the sound bright and entirely unrepentant.

“All right. Not nothing.”

“What?”

Laura returned her eyes to the harsh light of the phone. “I’m playing with Dolly.”

Felix looked instinctively towards the ceiling. “From here?”

“Of course.”

That caught his interest. “How?”

Laura tilted the phone enough for him to see the display. A simple, clinical progress bar sat in the center of the screen, tracking an automatic cycle that was steadily climbing toward the red. The sheer, offensive normality of it—adjusting a slider on a smartphone while lounging on a suburban sofa—made the control she wielded over the woman writhing upstairs profoundly terrifying.

Felix studied it for a moment. “And what exactly is it doing?”

Laura’s expression brightened. “It varies itself. Builds gradually, holds for a while, then eases off before starting again.”

Felix looked from the display to her face. “You've left it running the whole time?”

“Most of it.”

“Laura.”

“What?” She sounded almost innocent.

Felix stared at her. “You know that face doesn't work on me.”

“It was worth trying.” Her fingertip made another small movement across the screen.

Felix watched. “What exactly are you doing?”

“Nothing she hasn't experienced before.”

“That wasn't the question.”

Laura sighed theatrically. “It builds up, eases away, and then starts again. She knows what she's allowed to do and what she isn't.”

Felix raised an eyebrow. “And you're sitting here watching a little line move on your phone?”

“Yes.”

“You look far too entertained by that.”

Laura smiled. “The phone isn't the entertaining part.”

“What is?”

“Knowing what she's doing upstairs.”

Felix leaned back. “And what is she doing?”

Laura finally looked at him. “Trying very, very hard to be good.”

Something in the way she said it made him laugh. “You're enjoying this.”

“Immensely.”

“At least you're honest.”

“I usually am.”

Felix made a doubtful noise. Laura ignored it. “She'll be trying not to move much.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I told her to stay where Chloe put her.”

“And she will?”

“She'll try.”

There was considerably more satisfaction in that answer. Felix noticed.

“You like the trying.”

Laura turned towards him. “Yes.” No hesitation. “When everything is easy, obedience isn't particularly interesting.”

“And when it isn't easy?”

A softer smile appeared. “Then I get to see how badly she wants to please me.”

Felix slowly shook his head. “You really are terrible.”

“I've never claimed otherwise.”

The phone gave a tiny vibration. Laura immediately looked down. For several seconds her playful distraction vanished and her expression became completely focused.

Then she smiled.

Felix noticed. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“Laura.”

She laughed quietly. “She'll be struggling now.”

“You can't even see her.”

“I don't need to.” The answer came with quiet certainty.

Felix glanced towards the ceiling again. “You've told her she has to stay quiet as well?”

Laura nodded. “That one is difficult for her.”

“You sound pleased about that.”

“I am.” She settled more comfortably into the sofa. “She tries so hard to swallow every little sound. Sometimes she goes completely rigid because she thinks that will help.” A fond little laugh escaped her. “It's cute.”

Felix stared at her. “That's your definition of cute?”

“Yes.”

“Of course it is.” He looked at the phone again. “And if she fails?”

Laura's smile became almost innocent. “Then I get to decide what happens afterwards.”

“That sounded ominous.”

“It was supposed to.”

Felix laughed and reached for his drink. “You're going to exhaust her before dinner.”

“She'll manage.”

“How generous.”

“I can be generous.”

“I've seen very little evidence of it today.”

Laura nudged him lightly with one elbow without taking her eyes from the phone.

For a while Felix said nothing. He found himself watching Laura rather than the display. Her amusement was obvious, but underneath it sat complete concentration. Even while relaxed on his sofa, some part of her remained fixed upon the woman upstairs.

“You really know exactly how she'll react, don't you?”

Laura's gaze stayed on the screen. “I know my Dolly.”

The possessive certainty in her voice was unmistakable. Felix gave a faint shake of his head.

“And Chloe?”

That finally brought Laura's eyes away from the phone. “What about her?”

“She was upset.”

“I know.”

“You're not worried?”

“No.”

Felix regarded her curiously.

Laura shrugged. “Chloe needs to see things she doesn't like sometimes. Because pretending something isn't real doesn't make it disappear.”

Felix stared at her. “That sounded almost philosophical.”

“Don't get used to it.”

He laughed. Laura looked back at the phone and made another tiny adjustment.

Felix caught it. “What did you just do?”

“Nothing.”

“You've already tried that answer.”

Laura grinned. “Then you should know better than to believe it.”

“Laura.”

“I changed it slightly.”

“Why?”

“Because I wanted to.”

Felix waited for more. None came. He sighed. “You enjoy having that much control far too much.”

“Yes.” Not even the slightest embarrassment.

Felix lifted his drink. “Remind me never to let you control anything of mine from your phone.”

Laura slowly turned her head towards him. A wicked smile appeared. “Oh, Felix.”

His eyes narrowed immediately. “No.”

“I didn't say anything.”

“You didn't have to.”

Laura burst out laughing.

* * *

In the hallway, Chloe knew none of it.

She removed her cap one pin at a time and placed it carefully on the table. Without it, her hair immediately felt strangely unfinished. That bothered her enough that she refused to examine the feeling.

Chloe put on her long coat and fastened it completely, hiding the black latex, white apron, and cuffs. She checked herself in the hallway mirror. Blonde hair, immaculate makeup, smart coat, and heels. An ordinary woman going shopping.

Almost.

Her gaze dropped towards her ankles. The narrow straps of her heels were still secured with the tiny padlocks Felix had used for so long that most days Chloe hardly noticed them. Most people certainly wouldn't.

Chloe always knew they were there.

She picked up her purse and house key and stepped outside. Nobody followed her. Nobody stood beside her. Money in her purse, a key in her hand, and an open street ahead. For one strange moment Chloe became intensely aware of all three.

Then she closed the door and turned towards the supermarket exactly as Felix had told her to.

The familiar rhythm of the walk returned quickly. Grey paving stones stretched between brick walls and gateposts, cracked in places where weeds had forced themselves through. Chloe knew the uneven sections well enough that her feet made tiny corrections automatically. Years ago she would have chosen comfortable shoes without thinking. Now the height beneath her feet felt ordinary, while the idea of walking outside in flats felt strangely wrong.

She disliked noticing that.

The neighbourhood carried on around her. Cars were squeezed along the kerb, wheelie bins stood beside walls, someone washed a car farther down, and a lawnmower droned behind the houses.

Everything looked offensively ordinary.

Chloe hadn't reached the end of the street when someone called her name.

“Chloe!”

She turned. Sarah stood beside her gate with a shopping bag over one arm.

“Hi, Sarah.”

“You all right?”

“Yeah. Just going to the shop.”

“Have you heard about those two at number eighteen?”

Chloe slowed. “No. What now?”

“They’ve had another row.”

“Again?”

“She threw some of his clothes into the front garden this morning.”

Chloe laughed. “She didn’t.”

“She did. Shirts, trousers, everything.”

“What did he do?”

“No idea yet.”

“Someone will know by tonight.”

Sarah looked almost offended. “Tonight? Give it two hours.”

“You’re probably right.”

They laughed. Sarah shifted the shopping bag on her arm before glancing towards Felix’s house.

“Oh, I meant to ask. I saw two women visiting earlier.”

Something tightened beneath Chloe’s ribs. “Yes. They’re friends of Felix.”

“Really?”

“What?”

“Nothing. The redhead just looked... unusual.”

Chloe knew exactly what she meant: scarlet hair, the unnaturally smooth face, the long black poncho, and those impossible boots. But what she saw in her mind was Abby lying upstairs, blindfolded and fighting desperately not to move.

“She looks unusual, I know.”

Sarah’s expression softened. “I wasn't having a go.”

“I know.”

“Are they your friends too?”

“Yes.” The answer came quickly. “I’ve known them both for years.”

Sarah frowned. “Why did you call them Felix’s friends, then?”

Chloe stopped. There was no accusation in Sarah’s face. That almost made it worse. Felix’s friends. Felix’s visitors. Felix’s house. Even Abby had somehow been placed inside Felix’s world before Chloe consciously chose the words.

“Because...” she began.

Sarah waited.

“It’s Felix’s house. It’s just the way I see things.”

“Fair enough.” Sarah accepted the explanation almost immediately, then grinned. “I still want to know why the redhead was dressed for rain when there isn't a cloud in the sky.”

Chloe stared at her. “Oh.”

“I was roasting just looking at her.”

Chloe gave a helpless laugh. “She has her own ideas about clothes.”
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“I noticed.”

Apparently that was enough to turn Abby into nothing more serious than another piece of neighbourhood curiosity. Before Chloe could escape, Sarah remembered something else.

“You remember doing my makeup for that Christmas party?”

“The one where you could barely see your own fingers by the time you got home?”

“I’d had a few.”

“A few?”

“All right, more than a few.” Sarah laughed. “I’ve got a family wedding coming up. Would you do mine again? Makeup and nails?”

Chloe’s pleasure was immediate. “Yeah. I’d love to.” Then another thought followed automatically. “As long as I’m able to.”

Sarah apparently heard nothing unusual in it. “Brilliant.”

“When is it?”

“Couple of weeks, I think. I’ll check.”

“What are you wearing?”

“That dark blue dress I showed you.”

“The one with the little sleeves?”

“Yes.”

Chloe pictured it immediately. “Keep the makeup soft, then. Maybe a bit of shimmer. And leave the nails to me.”

Sarah pointed towards her. “See? This is why I need you.”

“You say that now.”

“You always make mine look better than I do.”

The compliment produced genuine satisfaction. Sarah had asked because she trusted Chloe. That belonged to Chloe.

Sarah gave her an exaggerated once-over. “You always look annoyingly put together as well.”

“You haven't seen me first thing in the morning.”

“I refuse to believe you ever look rough.”

“You've got far too much faith in me.”

Sarah laughed. “How’s Felix?”

The smallest hesitation. Outside, he was Felix.

“He’s fine.”

“Tell him I said hello.”

“I will.”

Sarah waved her away. “Go on. I’ll let you shop.”

“And you're going to find out about number eighteen?”

“Obviously.”

Chloe laughed. “Thought so.”

“And don’t forget my wedding.”

“I won’t.”

She continued along the pavement with a genuine smile. For several minutes she had simply been another woman talking to a friend about neighbours, dresses, and makeup.

Almost.

Sarah’s question remained with her. Why did you call them Felix’s friends?

Worse was Chloe’s inability to decide what Abby was. Friend was wrong. Visitor was ridiculous. And wife belonged to a life that now felt impossibly far away.

A few houses farther along, another neighbour called hello and asked how she and Felix were getting on. Chloe answered pleasantly and kept walking. Most people nearby assumed she was Felix’s girlfriend. Why wouldn't they? She lived with him. She answered his door, bought groceries, kept the house, and accompanied him outside. Chloe had never corrected anyone. The real explanation would have been considerably more difficult.

Farther along she recognised Percy walking towards her with Judy. Age had shortened Percy’s stride, and grey had spread around the old dog’s muzzle. Percy smiled.

“Afternoon, Chloe.”

“Hi, Percy.”

He asked after Felix and Chloe answered automatically. Nothing in his expression suggested anything beyond casual familiarity.

Judy reacted differently.

The old dog lifted her head while they were still several steps apart. Her ears shifted and the stiffness in her back legs seemed briefly forgotten as she quickened her pace. Her tail began to wag.

Chloe’s expression softened. “Hello, Judy, sweetheart.”

Judy stretched towards her as far as the lead allowed, her nose immediately finding Chloe’s hand and then her wrist.

Chloe stood still. Perfume, moisturiser, shampoo, and cosmetics surrounded whatever familiar scent might have remained. Judy sniffed through them anyway.

“Do you know me?”

The dog pushed her head beneath Chloe’s waiting hand. Chloe laughed quietly. “All right, greedy girl.”

She bent carefully and stroked between Judy’s ears.
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Percy smiled. “She’s always pleased to see you, Chloe.”

The name landed strangely.

Chloe. Of course.

Judy could not explain what she remembered. Perhaps some familiar scent remained. Perhaps she recognised Chloe’s touch. Perhaps she simply wanted fuss. Chloe wanted the first answer enough that she stopped trying to decide. She stroked Judy once more.

“There.”

Percy wished her a pleasant afternoon.

“You too. Bye, Judy.”

Chloe walked away. Several steps later she looked back. Percy continued down the pavement. Judy was still looking at Chloe.

Perhaps she remembered. Perhaps she wanted another stroke. Chloe chose the kinder answer and continued towards the supermarket.

By the time the automatic doors came into view, she had almost managed to push the house aside. Then the shopping list returned. Lasagne. Something nice. Something to celebrate.

Celebrating what?

The supermarket doors opened. Warm air met her immediately. Her long coat, comfortable outside, became oppressive almost at once, but Chloe kept it fastened. The maid’s uniform remained hidden underneath.

She collected a basket and moved methodically through the aisles, adding minced beef, pasta sheets, tomatoes, cheese, milk, and vegetables, followed by bread, coffee, and washing-up liquid. Halfway along one aisle she became aware of two younger workers looking at her. One whispered something. The other laughed.

Chloe glanced back. Both immediately found work to do. One began straightening tins that were already straight while the other became fascinated by a cardboard box.

“Very subtle,” Chloe murmured. She turned away before they saw her smile. They were young, obvious, and embarrassed whenever they were caught. That was harmless enough.

Then she saw Al.

Her amusement disappeared. “Oh, God.”

Chloe turned towards the shelf. Too late.

“Hey, sexy.”

The muscles around her shoulders tightened. “Hello, Al.”

He appeared beside her with the same self-satisfied grin he always seemed to wear around her. His hair looked greasy, one side of his shirt was untucked, and too much aftershave failed to hide the stale smell underneath.

“Looking good.”

“You say that every time.”

“Because it’s true.” His gaze travelled down the length of her coat.

Chloe shifted the basket in front of herself. “My face is up here.”

“I know.”

That made the pressure of the collar at her throat seem suddenly sharper. “I’m trying to shop.”

“You doing anything tonight?”

“Yes.”

“What?”

Chloe looked directly at him. “Not this.”

Al laughed. She didn't.

“Come on. I’m only being friendly.”

“No. You’re flirting with me after I’ve made it obvious I’m not interested.”

“I’m only having a laugh.”

“Then find somebody who’s laughing.” Chloe moved around him. When he seemed about to follow, she stopped. “Seriously, Al.”

The grin finally weakened. “All right.”

“Thank you.” She walked away.

“See you around, Chloe.”

“I imagine that’s unavoidable.”

Someone nearby laughed. Chloe rolled her eyes and continued into the next aisle. Only once Al was out of sight did her fingers loosen around the basket handle.

“Greasy little creep.”

A woman beside the pasta sauces glanced towards her. Chloe immediately concentrated on a jar. The younger men had made her feel noticed. Al made her feel watched. That was the difference.

She finished the shopping without seeing him again. At the checkout, the cashier recognised her.

“Hiya, Chloe.”

“Hi.”

“You all right?”

“Yeah. Just surviving.”

“One of those days?”

Chloe glanced briefly towards the aisles. “You could say that.”

“Al again?”

Chloe gave her an embarrassed look. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only because he does it every time.”

“He’s just... creepy.”

“That’s one word for him.”

Chloe laughed. “He thinks he’s God’s gift.”

“Oh, absolutely. God’s gift to women.” The cashier scanned another item. “Shame nobody told the women.”

Chloe laughed properly at that.

“If he’s bothering you,” the cashier continued more quietly, “I can say something to management.”

“Oh, no. I don’t want to get him in trouble.”

“You wouldn't be getting him in trouble. He’d be doing that himself.”

“I know.” Chloe watched the groceries move towards the end of the conveyor. “I’d just feel awful if he got dragged into the office because of me.”

“You’re too soft.”

“Probably.”

“If he keeps doing it, tell somebody.”

“I will.”

“And you don’t have to put up with him because he thinks he’s charming.”

“That might be the problem. I think he genuinely does.”

They shared another laugh. Chloe paid with Felix’s money, put the change into her purse, and packed the groceries. The carrier bag was heavier than she expected, the handles immediately cutting into her fingers.

“Oh, lovely.”

Outside, the cooler air helped, but the walk home quickly became an exercise in managing discomfort. The bag pulled harder with every step, forcing Chloe to change hands twice while carefully keeping the plastic away from the underside of her nails. Beneath the fastened coat, the latex trapped the remaining warmth from the supermarket against her body.

Felix’s voice replayed quietly in her head.

Don’t take all afternoon.

He had sounded amused. He probably wasn't watching the clock and probably wouldn't care about another few minutes. Chloe walked faster anyway.

A plastic handle slipped dangerously close to one nail. She stopped at once. “Oh, don’t you dare.” After rearranging the bag, she checked the nail. Perfect. Her fingers were less fortunate. Narrow red marks had appeared across them.

When another familiar neighbour began slowing for conversation, Chloe raised the bag apologetically. “Sorry, I’ve got to get these home.”

She kept moving. The coat felt hotter. The bag felt heavier, and every few steps Chloe found herself wondering how long she had been gone.

Sarah was still outside when Chloe reached the final corner.

“What have you got in there, bricks?”

“Feels like it!”

“You need a lift?”

“I’m nearly home!”

“Suit yourself!”

Chloe waved without stopping. Sarah’s wedding flashed briefly through her thoughts. She wanted to help with the makeup and nails.

If Felix allowed her.

The qualification arrived automatically. Ahead, the house came into view. Chloe increased her pace. Her fingers hurt, the coat was too warm, and somewhere behind both discomforts sat Felix’s casual instruction not to take all afternoon.

She stepped onto the drive. Her heels struck the harder surface.

Felix’s drive.

Less than a second later came the correction.

Master’s drive.

Chloe noticed. She had not chosen it.

At the front door she lowered the bag and flexed her aching fingers. Her nails received an immediate inspection. All intact. “Thank God.”

Only then did she look at the door.

Celebrating what?

She unlocked it and carried the shopping inside. The sounds of the street disappeared as the door shut behind her, leaving the hallway cool and still.

For several seconds Chloe simply stood there. Outside she had carried money and a house key. Nobody had followed her. Nobody had physically prevented her from going anywhere. Yet nowhere else had entered her mind. Felix had told her to shop. So she had shopped. Then she came home. No argument. No decision. Just the next thing she was supposed to do.

The collar rested against her pulse.

She was home.

Chloe put down the shopping and purse, removed her coat, and hung it neatly. Black latex, white apron, and cuffs reappeared. She picked up the cap and moved to the mirror, setting it into her hair and securing the pins before making one small adjustment.

There. Perfect.

Chloe smiled. Her hand remained beside her hair. Then stopped.

Nobody had told her to put the cap back on. She had simply returned home and restored herself to the way she believed she ought to look.

The smile disappeared.

Before Chloe could examine the thought further, Felix called from the living room. “Chloe.”

Her hand fell immediately. “Yes, Master.”

The shopping remained on the floor as she crossed to the living-room door and tapped. “Enter.”

She stepped inside. Felix looked towards her. “What took you so long?”

The question was conversational rather than accusatory, yet Chloe found her fingers pressing together in front of her apron. “Sorry, Master. Sarah stopped me.”

“I thought it might be something like that. What did she want?”

“Mostly gossip, Master.”

“Anything interesting?”

The pressure between Chloe’s fingers eased slightly. “Someone at number eighteen threw her boyfriend’s clothes into the garden.”

Felix laughed. “Fair enough.”

Laura looked interested. “And?”

“She asked about Mistress Laura and...” The next word caught. “Dolly.”

Laura’s attention sharpened immediately. “What did she ask about my Dolly?”

“She saw you arriving, Mistress Laura.”

“And what did you tell her?”

“That you were friends of Master visiting the house.”

Laura glanced at Felix. Felix merely nodded. “Sounds sensible.”

The quiet approval settled Chloe. “Yes, Master.”

Laura was not finished. “And what did she think of Dolly?”

Chloe hesitated. “She thought her clothes were unusual, Mistress.”

Laura’s mouth curved. “Only her clothes?”

“Mistress Laura...”

Laura laughed. Felix shook his head. “Leave her alone.”

“Oh, I am.”

She plainly was not. Chloe became aware that her fingers had begun pressing together again. She relaxed them before Felix noticed.

“Anything else?” he asked.

“Yes, Master. Sarah asked if I could do her makeup and nails for a family wedding.”

Laura covered her mouth, but the laugh escaped anyway. Chloe’s toes curled inside the locked heels.

Felix glanced towards Laura. “What?”

“Nothing.” She was still laughing.

“When is it?” Felix asked.

“She doesn't know the exact date yet, Master.”

Felix held out his phone. “Message her and ask.”

“Yes, Master.” Chloe accepted it. Her nails made typing awkward, forcing her to use the pads of her fingers. She typed the message, deleted one mistake, and corrected it.

Laura watched her. “She really has girlfriends now?”

Chloe’s fingers stopped.

Felix barely looked up. “Yes. She’s one of the girls.”

Laura laughed. Chloe concentrated on the screen. Ignore her.

“One of the girls,” Laura repeated.

“Laura.” Felix’s warning remained mild.

“What? I think it’s sweet.”

Years ago nobody would have described Charlie that way. Now Sarah spoke to Chloe over garden gates, trusted her with makeup, and wanted Chloe choosing her nails for a wedding. The phrase should have hurt more. The fact that it didn't was almost worse.

“Finished, Master.” Chloe returned the phone.

Felix read the message. Hi Sarah, I forgot to ask before. Do you know the date of the wedding yet? Just so I know when you need me for your makeup and nails xx

He pressed send. “I’ll let you know if you can do it once she tells us the date.”

There it was. The part Sarah had never heard.

“Yes, Master.”

Felix put down the phone. “Right. Get that dinner started before we’re eating at midnight.”

His tone remained easy. “Yes, Master.”

Chloe curtseyed, then turned towards Laura. “Excuse me, Mistress Laura.”

Laura smiled brightly. “Go and make our celebration dinner, Chloe.”

Again. That word. Celebration.

“Yes, Mistress.”

Chloe left. The shopping bag waited where she had abandoned it. She picked it up and headed towards the kitchen, but slowed as she passed the foot of the stairs. Her bedroom lay somewhere beyond the unseen landing. Abby. Still upstairs. Blindfolded. Restrained. Trying desperately not to move.

Chloe could go up. Just for a moment.

Then Felix’s voice replayed. Get that dinner started.

Her hands tightened around the shopping handles. “Sorry, Abby.”

She went into the kitchen. The room was warmer than the hallway. Chloe put the shopping on the worktop and unpacked quickly, storing the milk, cheese, and minced beef in the refrigerator, placing the vegetables beside the chopping board, putting away the bread and coffee, and slipping the washing-up liquid beneath the sink. Years of managing Felix’s house meant every item had a place and Chloe rarely needed to think about where anything belonged.

Once the carrier bag had been folded and stored, she looked at the ingredients. Lasagne for Felix and Laura. Perhaps for Abby, if Laura decided.

Not for Chloe.

Nobody had told her she would be eating with them. She knew better than to assume. Chloe would cook it, serve it, and clear everything afterwards. Whatever she ate later depended on Felix. Once, that thought would have produced immediate anger. Now there was only a dull weight.

“Right. Lasagne.”

Cooking gave her something practical to do. Her nails complicated matters. They were long, carefully shaped, and perfectly painted, and Chloe genuinely liked them. She simply liked them rather less when an onion needed peeling.

She washed and dried her hands, inspected the nails, and began. The onion skin came away with the help of the knife rather than her fingernails. She curled her fingertips safely back and chopped, gathering the pieces with the flat of the blade before crushing and chopping the garlic.

“Wonderful.”

Oil went into the frying pan, followed by the onions. Chloe stirred them until glossy, added the garlic, and almost immediately filled the kitchen with the smell of cooking. The heat came just as quickly. Latex trapped it against her body, and a faint dampness appeared near her hairline.

Chloe’s hand started upwards. Stopped.

“No.”

One careless wipe could disturb the foundation and powder she had already repaired once that afternoon. She moved towards the open window instead and let the faint breeze reach her face. Not much, but enough.

The minced beef went into the pan. Chloe broke it apart, browned it, and added chopped tomatoes, tomato purée, and stock. Oregano, basil, and pepper followed, then only a little salt because Felix could always add more later.

A bubble of sauce burst near the edge of the pan and left a tiny red speck on Chloe’s white apron. She stared at it. “Oh, very funny.” A damp cloth removed it immediately.

The white sauce came next: butter, flour, and milk added gradually while Chloe whisked until the mixture finally thickened. “Finally.” She stirred in the cheese.

[image: Chloe preparing the lasagne in the kitchen]

By then the kitchen smelled unmistakably of dinner—tomato, garlic, beef, and melted cheese. Chloe stood in the middle of it in a glossy black maid’s dress, white apron, stockings, locked heels, and collar.

A perfectly ordinary kitchen and a perfectly ordinary dinner.

Chloe looked down at herself.

Not an ordinary cook.

The sauce began bubbling. “Behave.” She stirred it and tasted the smallest amount from the spoon. Checking. Not eating. “Needs pepper.” A little more went in before Chloe switched off the heat and fetched the baking dish.

Assembly was the part she liked. There was order to it: meat sauce, pasta, white sauce, then another layer and another. One sheet needed breaking to fit the corner, and Chloe positioned it carefully against the worktop before snapping it.

Perfect. “Still got it.”

The remaining white sauce went across the top, followed by the cheese. Chloe regarded the grater with considerably more suspicion than she had shown the knife, working slowly and stopping while a decent piece remained rather than bringing her nails anywhere near the metal. “No lasagne is worth a nail.”

She scattered the cheese generously across the top, adding a little extra near the edges because Felix liked those pieces browned. When she stepped back, a small spark of satisfaction rose inside her. It looked good. Whatever else had happened to her life, Chloe could cook well. That belonged to her.

She opened the oven. Heat rolled into her face. “Oh!”

Her hand started instinctively towards her cheek, but Chloe stopped it before making contact. “No touching.”

She stepped back, waited for the rush of heat to disperse, then slid the lasagne into the oven. “Forty minutes.”

Only then did Chloe turn towards the aftermath of cooking. Bowls, pans, and utensils crowded the worktop, onion skin lay beside the chopping board, and a faint smear of flour marked the surface near the hob.

She frowned. Felix would not see the kitchen like that.

Chloe filled the sink, deliberately leaving the knife visible rather than dropping it beneath the water, and began washing. The handled brush kept her nails away from the worst of the scrubbing, although the frying pan still required several determined attempts before a stubborn patch finally came away. “Thank you.”

She rinsed it and put it on the draining board. Thirty-two minutes remained. Plenty of time.

Chloe cleaned the hob and worktops, returned everything to its place, and prepared a simple salad of lettuce, tomatoes, cucumber, and a little red onion. Once covered, it went into the refrigerator. She sliced bread, spread it with garlic butter, and arranged it on a tray ready to join the lasagne near the end.

By the time the kitchen was orderly again and everything else had been prepared, the timer showed twenty minutes.

For the first time since entering the kitchen, nothing required Chloe’s hands. The silence returned. Upstairs was Abby. In the living room were Felix and Laura. In the oven was a dinner Chloe had spent nearly an hour preparing and would probably never taste beyond the tiny spoonful used to check the seasoning.

Part of her still understood that was unfair. Another part was wondering whether Felix would like it. Whether Laura would compliment it. Whether Master would look at Chloe and say—Good girl.

Her fingers slowly curled against the edge of the worktop. She didn't like how much she wanted that.

Chloe raised her eyes towards the ceiling. Abby was still upstairs, blindfolded and unable to answer, fighting her own body because Laura had taught her that remaining obedient mattered more. And Chloe was standing beneath her worrying about whether Felix’s lasagne would brown properly.

The thought landed hard. She looked towards the doorway. One minute. She could check on Abby. Speak to her.

Chloe remained exactly where she was. Then her eyes moved towards the oven.

“I'm sorry, Abby.”

She straightened her apron. Dinner first. Master had told her to cook.

When the timer finally sounded, Chloe turned immediately towards the oven and glanced at the kitchen clock. Twenty to six. “Already?”

The afternoon seemed to have disappeared. Laura and Abby had arrived before two; then the conversations, everything upstairs, the supermarket, and nearly an hour in the kitchen had swallowed the rest of the day.

She put on the oven gloves and opened the oven. Heat rolled towards her, but this time Chloe was ready and kept her face well back. The lasagne had browned beautifully around the edges. “Perfect.”

She removed it and placed it on the waiting heatproof mat before taking out the garlic bread.

The clock read 5:41. Dinner was ready. But Chloe wasn't finished. The table still needed setting.

She removed the oven gloves, straightened her apron, and collected two clean plates.

Two.

Her hands stopped. Abby.

Chloe could set three places. But Laura had never said Dolly would be joining them for dinner. It was not Chloe’s decision.

Two place settings.

She carried everything into the dining room and arranged Felix’s place first, followed by Laura’s beside him. The correction from lunch returned without effort. Laura preferred sitting beside Felix, and Chloe would not make the same mistake twice.

She positioned the cutlery, straightened the napkins, and set the glasses before adjusting Laura’s plate perhaps half an inch. Then she stepped back. Everything aligned. Two places. The empty section of table seemed larger because Chloe was trying not to look at it.

5:44.

Before announcing dinner, Chloe stopped in front of the dining-room mirror. The kitchen had been hot enough to leave the slightest shine across her skin, but her makeup had survived. Foundation intact, mascara untouched, lipstick neat. Acceptable.

Her gaze moved upwards. The cap had shifted slightly. Chloe straightened it and then noticed a blonde strand loose beside her cheek. She tucked it carefully back into place without disturbing her makeup before checking the cap once more. Straight. There.

The table was ready. Dinner was ready. Chloe was ready.

The clock changed to 5:45. She crossed the hallway and stopped outside the living-room door. After smoothing the front of her apron once, she tapped.

“Enter.”

Chloe opened the door. Felix and Laura remained on the sofa. She stepped inside with a soft smile. “Dinner is ready, Master. Mistress Laura.”

Felix looked towards her. “Good.” He stood.

The response inside Chloe was immediate: warmth, relief, approval received. She hated how simple it was.

“Thank you, Master.”

Felix headed towards the door. Laura rose beside him, although her attention remained on the phone in her hand. Her thumb moved across the screen once, paused, then made another tiny adjustment. A pleased little smile appeared.

Chloe noticed. She knew immediately who the phone concerned.

Laura looked up. “Would you fetch my Dolly for me, please, Chloe?”

Chloe’s fingers pressed together. Upstairs. Abby.

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

Felix opened the living-room door and stepped into the hallway. “And Chloe?”

She turned towards him immediately. “Yes, Master?”

“Don’t take long. Dinner’s getting cold.”

There was nothing threatening in his voice. It was simply practical.

“Yes, Master.”

Felix continued towards the dining room. Laura followed him into the hallway, still holding the phone. Chloe stepped aside to let her pass, then turned towards the stairs.

She had barely taken a step when Laura gave the back of Chloe’s glossy skirt a quick, playful slap.

Chloe jumped. “Mistress Laura!”

Laura laughed, completely unrepentant. “Off you go.”

Chloe stared at her for half a second, caught somewhere between embarrassment and disbelief.

Laura merely lifted her eyebrows. “My Dolly is waiting.”

That erased Chloe’s protest before it could form. “Yes, Mistress Laura.” She lowered her gaze and started towards the stairs.

Behind her, Laura chuckled as she joined Felix. “What did you do?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

Felix glanced back at Chloe and then at Laura. “That didn't sound like nothing.”

Laura gave him an innocent smile. “I was encouraging her.”

“Of course you were.” Felix shook his head, amused, and continued into the dining room.

Laura followed, but not before giving Chloe one final look. “Don’t keep us waiting.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

Then Laura disappeared through the dining-room doorway. Chloe was left alone in the hallway.

[image: Chloe beside the stairs as Felix and Laura go to the dining room and she prepares to fetch Abby]

For a moment she did not move. Behind her came the quiet domestic sounds of dinner beginning: the scrape of a chair, the soft clink of glass against the table. The kitchen still held the warm smells of garlic, tomato, and baked cheese. Warmth lingered in the air, carrying everything familiar about an ordinary evening meal.

Ahead were the stairs.

The landing above was silent. No footsteps. No voice. Nothing.

Chloe looked back once. Felix and Laura were no longer visible. They had gone to the table she had prepared for them. Two place settings beneath warm lights. Two plates. Dinner at quarter to six.

Then Chloe looked upstairs. Abby was waiting there. Her wife. Laura’s Dolly.

The memory of Laura’s fingertip moving across the phone returned. That satisfied little smile. Whatever Laura had adjusted had been meant for Abby.

Behind Chloe, dinner waited. Above her, silence waited.

Felix had told her not to take long.

Chloe placed one hand on the banister and began to climb.
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