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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.


Still There, Charlie?

The warm smell of lasagne and garlic bread followed Chloe as far as the bottom of the stairs. Behind her, Felix and Laura were settling down to the celebration dinner she had spent almost two hours preparing. The table was laid exactly as Chloe had been taught: two plates, two glasses, cutlery straight, napkins aligned. Everything had been checked twice before either of them sat down, and when Felix finally told her to fetch Dolly, Chloe had almost been grateful for the instruction.

It gave her something definite to do. Above her, the landing was silent. Abby was waiting. Chloe gathered the edge of her glossy latex skirt and began to climb. One hand skimmed lightly along the banister while the locked six-inch heels found each step without hesitation. Once, stairs in shoes like these had demanded nearly all her concentration. She remembered gripping the rail, staring down at every tread and moving with the stiff terror of someone certain the next step would end in a broken ankle.

Now her feet knew where to land before she consciously thought about it. Even hurrying, her body knew. Felix’s final instruction followed her upwards. Don’t take long. Dinner’s getting cold.

“I won’t, Master,” Chloe murmured beneath her breath.

The answer came so automatically that she only noticed she had spoken after the words were already gone. At the landing, she released her skirt and hurried along the carpeted corridor towards her bedroom. She opened the door—and stopped.

Dolly.

Abby.

The name corrected itself immediately inside her head, and Chloe hated that she could no longer tell which of the two had arrived first. Abby was still lying across Chloe’s bed exactly where she had been left. Black latex reflected the warm bulbs around the dressing-table mirror, turning every small movement of her breathing into shifting highlights. The blindfold remained secured over the hood, her wrists still locked firmly against the heavy belt around her waist. But the room was different now.

Quiet.

The vibration Laura had left running earlier had stopped. Chloe stared for a moment. Mistress Laura must have switched it off from downstairs. For half a second, Chloe’s shoulders loosened. Then she noticed Abby’s breathing. Her chest still rose and fell quickly beneath the glossy latex. Every few breaths seemed to catch before settling again, and occasionally a faint tremor passed through her body, as though it had not quite understood that it was allowed to be still now.

Chloe’s fingers tightened against the edge of her skirt.

“Oh, Abby.”

She hurried across the room and crouched beside her.

“Abby?”

Nothing. Then Chloe remembered. The earplugs. Ordinary speech barely reached her. Chloe leaned until her mouth was close beside Abby’s covered ear. She drew a breath and forced her voice louder than it naturally wanted to go.

“ABBY! I HAVE TO TAKE YOU DOWNSTAIRS NOW!”

The volume made her wince. Raised like this, her usually soft voice became strained and slightly shrill. She could barely remember the last time she had needed to project it so forcefully. Abby reacted. Her head shifted fractionally towards Chloe’s voice before the rigid posture collar stopped the movement. She had heard.

“Good.”

Chloe’s voice immediately dropped back to its usual softness. Only then did she remember Abby probably could not hear that at all. She reached towards her, then stopped. Her eyes dropped to the restraints. Abby’s wrists were still fixed against the belt. The blindfold was still locked.

“Oh.”

Chloe stared at them for a second. Then her eyes snapped towards the dressing table.

“The keys.”

She stood so quickly that one heel caught briefly in the carpet. Chloe hurried across the room. The set of keys Mistress Laura had given her earlier was still where she had left it beside the mirror. The keys for Abby’s armbinder. The same keys Chloe had been supposed to return. She snatched them up and hurried back. For a moment she hesitated. She knew what they were for. But perhaps Laura used the same locks. Perhaps one of them would fit.

Chloe dropped to her knees beside the bed.

“Please.”

She took hold of the small padlock securing Abby’s wrists and selected the first key. It would not enter. Her brow pinched. She tried a second. Nothing. A third slid partly into the lock before stopping.

“No.”

She pulled it free and tried the blindfold. Wrong again. The keys rattled between her fingers as she changed back to the wrist lock. She pushed one too quickly. The ring slipped from her hand and dropped onto the carpet. Chloe froze. For half a second, she simply stared at it.

“Oh, God.”

She snatched the keys up. One of her long pink nails caught awkwardly against the metal ring. Normally, she would have stopped immediately to inspect it. She barely noticed. Then the obvious truth finally reached her. They were the armbinder keys. Of course they did not fit. Chloe sat back on her heels, the ring trembling in one hand. Master was downstairs. Mistress Laura was downstairs. Dinner was getting cold. She had been given one simple instruction. Fetch Dolly. That was all.

And Chloe could not even do that.

“I can’t take you downstairs like this.”

Her voice cracked. She stood and pulled open the nearest dressing-table drawer anyway. Makeup, brushes, hairpins. No keys. The second drawer held bottles, wipes and a cosmetics bag. Chloe lifted the bag, checked beneath it, then stopped herself before she could begin emptying everything onto the carpet. There was no reason Laura’s keys would be in Chloe’s bedroom. She knew that. Still, her eyes swept the room once more, as though desperation might make them appear.

“Where are they?”

Only Abby’s heavy breathing answered her. Chloe straightened. Her hands came together automatically in front of her apron. Ankles nearly touching. Back straight. The keys still shaking in one hand. For several seconds, she stood in the middle of the room arranged into the correct waiting posture while panic ran through everything beneath it. The contrast was so absurd that she almost laughed. She did not. Felix’s voice returned instead. Don’t take long. Chloe swallowed.

“How long have I been up here?”

She had no idea. A minute? Three? Five?

“M-Master…”

Her eyes returned to Abby. She could not go downstairs without her. Mistress Laura had told her to fetch Dolly. Chloe had to fetch Dolly. If she could not unlock her, then she would simply have to move her as she was.

“All right.”

The words trembled on the way out.

“We’ll do it like this.”

She slipped one arm carefully behind Abby’s shoulders and another beneath her arm. Their latex clothing pressed together with a soft rubbery squeak as Chloe adjusted her grip.

“Easy.”

She began pulling Abby upright. Abby offered little help. Leaning close to her covered ear, Chloe forced herself to raise her voice again.

“ABBY, TRY TO SIT UP!”

Abby shifted. Chloe pulled until she finally managed to bring her upright on the edge of the mattress. The pointed ends of the ballet boots touched the carpet. Chloe looked down. Her stomach tightened. She had watched Laura lead Abby around downstairs in them. From across a room, the movement had seemed strange but controlled, another part of Dolly’s appearance that Laura treated as ordinary. This was different. Abby could not see where she was placing her feet. Her hands were locked against her waist.

If she fell, she could not even catch herself.

“I can’t…”

Chloe stopped. No. She had to.

“Yes, I can.”

She tightened her hold around Abby and leaned close once more.

“ABBY, TRY TO STAND!”

Chloe pulled gently.

“Come on.”

Abby began to rise slowly and awkwardly, Chloe taking more of her weight than she expected.

“There.”

Abby reached her feet. For one second she seemed steady. Then one ballet boot shifted. Abby wobbled.

“Oh!”

Chloe grabbed her. Their bodies bumped together with a sharp squeal of latex and one of Chloe’s own heels slipped sideways.

“God!”

She threw out her free hand and caught the bedpost. For several seconds Chloe stood half-twisted between the bed and Abby, fighting to keep them both upright. Her pulse hammered against the collar at her throat. Eventually, Abby steadied. Chloe did not release her.

“I’ve got you.”

She swallowed hard.

“I’ve got you.”

Far too close. If Abby fell— Chloe stopped the thought before it finished. Carefully, she adjusted her position until she stood beside Abby with one arm firmly around her waist. Abby’s body felt rigid against her, not resistant exactly, but held into lines that did not naturally soften around Chloe’s support.

“Okay.”

She leaned close to Abby’s ear.

“ABBY, I’LL GUIDE YOU. FOLLOW ME.”

Chloe took one small step. Abby did not. Chloe stopped.

“Come on.”

She applied the slightest guiding pressure around Abby’s waist. Nothing.

“Abby?”

She tried again. Abby allowed herself to be turned a fraction, but her feet remained exactly where they were. Chloe’s brow tightened.

“Please.”

She stepped forward. Nothing. Her grip around Abby’s waist tightened.

“Abby, please.”

The plea came out louder than she intended, but not quite a shout this time. Still nothing. For a moment Abby’s mouth opened. Chloe froze.

“Yes?”

She leaned closer.

“Abby?”

Abby drew a breath. For one suspended second Chloe was certain she was going to speak. Her lips moved. Then stopped. Whatever had almost crossed them disappeared. Her mouth closed again. Chloe stared. She did not ask a second time. Something about the silence made asking feel worse. Instead, Chloe looked down. The boots remained planted exactly where Laura had left them. Abby was not pulling away or resisting Chloe. She was simply standing there, waiting. For Laura.

“Oh.”

The frantic rush inside Chloe stalled. Her arm loosened slightly around Abby.

“Oh, Abby.”

Three years ago, Chloe could not have imagined begging Abby to move. Abby had filled space without permission. She had walked into rooms halfway through conversations, interrupted people when she thought they were wrong, stolen blankets, stolen chips, stolen control of the television remote and defended every theft as though it were a matter before a court. If Charlie had told her not to go somewhere, that had often been the quickest way to make her decide she absolutely was going.

Now Chloe could put an arm around her, plead with her, physically guide her—and the feet stayed still. Chloe closed her eyes. Dinner’s getting cold. Her eyes opened again.

“Master.”

She glanced towards the door.

“I have to go back.”

The words hurt more after she said them. She looked at Abby.

“I can’t leave you standing like this.”

But she could not move her. And she could not keep Felix waiting.

“Mistress Laura will know what to do.”

The relief that accompanied the thought made Chloe hate herself a little. Laura would know. Laura would have the keys. Laura would understand why Abby would not move. Laura would tell Chloe what came next. The moment there was an instruction, Chloe would be able to function again. She repositioned Abby until she seemed as stable as possible and checked both boots once, then again.

“I’ll come straight back.”

At the threshold, Chloe looked over her shoulder. Abby remained exactly where she had left her: blindfolded, bound, breathing hard and waiting.

“I’m sorry.”

Chloe left. She hurried along the landing and reached the stairs. Don’t take long. Her heels started down too quickly.
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Halfway down, one landed too near the edge. Chloe stumbled.

“Ah!”

Her fingers clamped around the banister. For one second, she saw the rest of the staircase beneath her and imagined exactly how furious Felix would be if she injured herself through carelessness.

“Slow down.”

She dragged in a breath. Then immediately hurried again. The moment her heels reached the laminate, their rapid clicking echoed through the hallway. Too loud. Too fast. Her normal measured rhythm had disappeared completely. She reached the dining-room door and put her hand towards the handle. Stopped. Three years of habit caught her before she touched it. Knock first. Chloe raised her hand and knocked. Too loudly. She winced.

“Enter.”

Felix’s voice was calm. Chloe opened the door. The smell of dinner hit her immediately: lasagne, garlic, tomato and cheese. Warm and ordinary. Felix and Laura were still seated at the table Chloe had prepared. Felix calmly cut another piece from his lasagne while Laura sat opposite him, her glass beside one hand. Neither looked remotely concerned. Chloe stood in the doorway alone.

Her chest rose and fell quickly. The armbinder keys were clenched so tightly in one hand that their edges pressed into her palm. Her hair, uniform and makeup remained immaculate, but her lower lip trembled and her eyes shone beneath the carefully applied lashes. Laura looked past her towards the empty hallway. No Dolly. The corner of her mouth lifted. Then she laughed. Just once.

“M-Mistress Laura…”

Chloe raised the keys.

“They don’t fit.”

The words began to rush.

“I thought perhaps you used the same locks and I tried them but they’re the wrong keys and I got her standing but she wouldn’t—”

“Chloe.”

Felix’s voice stopped her. Silence. Chloe stared at him.

“Breathe.”

She dragged in a shaky breath.

“Yes, Master.”

“Again.”

The second breath came a little more steadily. Felix nodded. Chloe turned towards Laura.

“Mistress Laura… I can’t fetch your Dolly.”

Laura regarded her for a moment.

“Did you attach the leash?”

Chloe went completely still. The leash. Nothing else needed explaining. Her eyes widened. Her fingers tightened around the useless keys. Then her gaze dropped.

“No, Mistress Laura.”

Laura’s smile deepened. Not laughter this time. Something quieter.

“Oh, Chloe.”

Heat climbed beneath Chloe’s makeup.

“I’m sorry, Mistress Laura.”

Laura reached into her pocket and produced another, smaller set of keys.

“Attach Dolly’s leash. Remove the blindfold. Release her wrists. Then bring her here.”

Chloe accepted the keys carefully.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Quickly,” Felix said.

“Yes, Master.”

Chloe turned. One step. The old reflex caught her again. She stopped, gathered the edge of her skirt and gave the briefest proper curtsey she could manage.

“Excuse me, Master. Mistress Laura.”

Nobody laughed. That somehow made it worse. Felix simply waited for her to finish. The moment Chloe straightened, he gave a small movement of his hand towards the door.

“Go.”

“Yes, Master.”

She hurried out. The hallway received her with silence.

* * *

“The leash,” Chloe whispered.

She caught the banister and began climbing.

“Leash. Blindfold. Wrists. Downstairs.”

Four things. Clear instructions. No guessing, no deciding. With each step, her breathing steadied. By the time she reached the landing, her fingers had stopped shaking. Abby remained exactly where Chloe had left her. Standing beside the bed. Waiting. Chloe’s eyes went first to the leash. How had she missed it? She pushed the question away. Leash. Blindfold. Wrists. Downstairs. This time there was an order to follow. Chloe selected the smallest key and crouched beside Abby.

“Hold still.”

The words came automatically before she remembered the earplugs. She leaned closer.

“ABBY, I’M GOING TO RELEASE YOUR HANDS.”

The first lock opened. The tiny metallic click made Chloe’s breath leave her in a shaky rush.

“Oh, thank God.”

She opened the second cuff and carefully guided Abby’s hands away from the belt. For several seconds, Abby did not move them. Her wrists hovered uncertainly near her waist, remaining almost in the position the restraints had demanded. Chloe watched.

“You can move them.”

Abby slowly lowered her hands. The movement was so deliberate that Chloe wondered how long it had been since those hands had been free without Laura immediately telling them what to do. She reached for the blindfold. Another click.

“There.”

Chloe lifted it away. Abby immediately squeezed her eyes shut.

“Oh—sorry.”

Chloe lowered her voice without thinking. She moved slightly between Abby and the bright bulbs around the dressing-table mirror.

“Take your time.”

The reassurance was too soft for Abby to hear. Chloe said it anyway. Abby blinked rapidly. At first, her gaze wandered without settling. Then it found Chloe. Chloe had the leash in her hand. She should have clipped it on immediately. That was the instruction. Instead, for one second, she forgot. Abby was looking directly at her. Not at the uniform. Not at the collar. Not at the leash. At her. Chloe felt heat creep beneath her foundation.

“What?”

Abby did not answer. Her eyes searched Chloe’s face with an intensity that made Chloe want to step backwards. There were obvious differences between the person Abby remembered and the woman standing in front of her. Chloe knew them all. She had spent years watching them accumulate in mirrors. But Abby did not seem interested in cataloguing them. Her gaze settled on Chloe’s eyes and stayed there. Something in Abby’s expression changed, only slightly.

With so little movement left in her face, Chloe had learned to pay attention to slight things. The smallest tightening around the eyes. The faintest shift in the mouth. The breath that stopped halfway in.

Recognition.

Chloe’s own breath caught. For one impossible second, the room seemed to shrink around the two of them. The dressing table disappeared. The latex disappeared. The keys in Chloe’s hand disappeared. There was only the way Abby was looking at her. Chloe remembered other rooms. Their old kitchen. Abby standing barefoot beside the kettle. A sofa with a blanket permanently slipping onto the floor. Half-finished conversations carried from one room to another because neither of them had bothered to stop talking while they moved.

Abby looking at Charlie across all of it without needing to search. She had simply known him. Now she was searching. And still, somehow, finding something. Abby’s lips parted. Her throat worked once. Chloe saw the beginning of a word before she heard anything. Nothing came. But she knew. Not because Abby said it. Because Chloe remembered exactly how her mouth used to shape the first sound.

Charlie.

The name existed between them without being spoken. Chloe’s chest tightened. Her instinct was to look towards the door, towards downstairs, towards Felix. She hated that too. Abby was still watching. Chloe forced herself to remain there for another second. Then another. Her hand tightened around the leash. Abby’s eyes dropped briefly to it. Then returned to Chloe. There was no accusation in them. That was almost worse. Chloe swallowed.

“Don’t look at me like that.”

The sentence emerged softly, almost shyly. For the first time, something unmistakably familiar passed through Abby’s eyes. Not because of Chloe’s face. Because of the embarrassment. Charlie had hated being examined too closely. Compliments had made him awkward. Serious conversations had often sent his eyes towards the nearest window, television or cup simply so he would have somewhere else to look. Chloe looked away first. For Abby, the silence was crowded. There were things she wanted to ask that did not belong in a single sentence.

She wanted to know whether Chloe remembered the last morning in their old house. Whether she remembered the stupid chipped mug Charlie had refused to throw away. Whether she remembered an argument about paint colours that had somehow lasted three days. She wanted to ask whether Charlie had been frightened when he left. Whether he had known what was happening while it happened.

Whether there had been a morning when he looked in a mirror and realised he could no longer find the person Abby expected to come home to. But those questions depended on a world that no longer seemed to exist. The woman in front of her stood with perfect posture even while embarrassed. Her hands kept returning to a neat position as though they had a home there. When uncertainty crossed her face, her eyes flicked towards the door before coming back.

Abby knew what that glance meant. Someone downstairs. Someone whose reaction mattered. The realisation hurt because Abby understood it. She knew what it was to have one person become the answer to every unfinished question. May I move? May I speak? Was that correct? Am I in trouble? Am I good? Abby’s fingers curled slowly at her sides. For one brief, reckless instant, she imagined reaching out and taking Chloe’s hand. No permission. No instruction. Just taking it. The thought felt enormous.

Her fingers moved perhaps half an inch. Then stopped. Chloe saw. Their eyes met again. Neither mentioned it. Chloe could have closed the distance herself. Once, Charlie would have. If Abby had looked at him like this, if her hand had started towards his and stopped, he would probably have caught it and demanded to know what was wrong. Chloe remained where she was. Not because she did not understand. That was what made it unbearable. She understood perfectly.

The two of them stood less than an arm’s length apart, each waiting for someone who was not in the room to decide what happened next. Chloe’s eyes became wet. She blinked carefully. Once. The tears did not fall. Her makeup remained perfect. Abby noticed that too. A ridiculous memory surfaced: Charlie wiping his face with the bottom of a T-shirt after chopping onions, Abby telling him he was disgusting, Charlie deliberately doing it again just to annoy her.

The person in front of her would never do that now—not with the makeup, not with the uniform, not without thinking first. And yet the look in Chloe’s eyes was still familiar enough to hurt. Then Chloe seemed to realise she had been standing too long. Felix’s instruction returned. Quickly. Duty settled over her expression before the rest of her did. She looked at the leash in her hand. The moment ended.

“All right.”

Chloe clipped the leash to Abby’s collar. The metallic snap sounded much louder than it should have.

“We have to go.”

Then she remembered the earplugs still muffling Abby’s world. She leaned close once more.

“ABBY, WE’RE GOING DOWNSTAIRS.”

Abby caught enough of the words to understand. Chloe gave the leash the gentlest tug. One ballet boot moved forward. Then the other. Chloe stopped. That was all it took. No pleading. No arm around Abby’s waist. No raised voice. Just a touch through the leash, and Abby followed. Chloe did not comment. She turned and led her towards the bedroom door. Behind her, Abby watched. She saw the ease in Chloe’s movement almost immediately. Not grace exactly. Training.

The heels, the short steps, the measured balance—none of it demanded visible thought anymore. Charlie had once walked as though his body were merely the thing carrying him wherever he wanted to go. Chloe moved as though even the space between one footfall and the next had been corrected until it became habit. Abby did not need to inspect every detail. The ease was enough. At the top of the stairs, Chloe stopped. Her gaze dropped to Abby’s ballet boots. Then down the staircase.

“Oh.”

She looked back at Abby.

“We’re doing this slowly. Very slowly.”

Abby caught enough through the earplugs to understand. Chloe took the leash in one hand and reached for the banister with the other. Then she noticed Abby’s free hands.

“Here.”

She offered her arm. Abby took it. Her fingers settled against Chloe’s glossy sleeve. Warmth pressed through the latex. For a moment, neither moved. Abby’s thumb shifted faintly against Chloe’s arm. A small, unconscious touch. Chloe felt it. She did not look at her.

“One step at a time.”

Chloe stepped down first. A gentle movement travelled through the leash. Abby followed.

“That’s it.”

Another step, then another. Chloe no longer hurried. Every movement was deliberate now. Her eyes repeatedly dropped towards Abby’s boots, checking where they landed before committing to the next step. Halfway down, Abby hesitated. Chloe stopped immediately.

“I’ve got you.”

Abby could barely hear the words. But she understood the hand tightening beneath hers. They continued. Step. Pause. Tug. Step. For Chloe, the staircase felt longer than it ever had. For Abby, it was the first time in years she had held Charlie’s arm. Neither of them said anything about that. At the final step, Chloe did not immediately release Abby’s hand from her arm. She told herself she was checking her balance. That was true; it simply was not the whole truth.

Abby’s fingers remained against her sleeve for another second, and Chloe became intensely aware of the shape of the hand through the latex. She remembered that hand wearing a wedding ring. She remembered absent-minded touches in supermarket queues, fingers resting against her shoulder in bed, Abby reaching across Charlie without asking because a phone charger or glass happened to be on his side. Those touches had once been so common that Chloe had barely registered them. Now one hand resting on her sleeve felt dangerous.

She gently moved first, not pulling away, just converting the contact into something useful: support at Abby’s elbow, a check of the ballet boots, the leash gathered properly in her other hand. Safe movements. Movements with purposes. Abby let her. The hallway stretched ahead of them. For a few seconds, neither Felix nor Laura could see them. Chloe knew this. The knowledge arrived with a strange pressure in her chest. They were alone. Not truly.

Felix and Laura were one room away. Chloe could hear the faint movement of cutlery through the dining-room door. But nobody was watching them at that exact second. Chloe looked at Abby. Abby looked back. There were a hundred things Chloe could have said. Do you remember me? Are you all right? What happened to you? I’m sorry. Help me. The last one frightened her. Not because she intended to say it. Because for a fraction of a second, she wanted to.

Then Chloe looked at the leash in her hand. Abby followed her gaze. Whatever illusion the quiet hallway had offered disappeared. Chloe was holding Laura’s leash. Abby was following it. And in a moment, Chloe would hand it back. Neither of them was an exit. Chloe’s throat tightened.

“Come on.”

She gave the leash the smallest movement. Abby followed. The dining-room door waited ahead.
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By the time they reached it, Chloe’s shoulders ached from concentration. She kept one arm beneath Abby’s until both ballet boots were safely planted.

“There.”

After one last glance at Abby’s feet, Chloe straightened her back, checked the front of her apron and raised her hand. A gentle knock. Then she waited.

“Enter.”

Chloe opened the door. Felix and Laura were still eating. Neither appeared remotely concerned by how long she had taken. Felix calmly cut another piece of lasagne while Laura sat opposite him, her glass beside one hand. Heat crept into Chloe’s cheeks. They had been sitting here eating while she had been upstairs dropping keys, nearly falling and discovering that her wife would follow a leather strap more readily than she would follow Chloe’s voice. She entered.

Abby followed at the first slight movement of the leash. Laura looked up. First Dolly. Then Chloe. Then the leash. A pleased smile appeared.

“Much better.”

Chloe lowered her eyes.

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

She approached Laura’s chair and offered her the leash. Laura accepted it without comment, gathering some of the length into one hand. The moment Chloe released it, the arrangement seemed to settle naturally back into place. Dolly beside Laura. Laura holding the leash. Chloe serving. The normality of it made Chloe’s stomach tighten. She remembered the keys and held them out.

“Your keys, Mistress Laura.”

Laura took both sets.

“Thank you, Chloe.”

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

Laura looked towards Dolly.

“Remove her hood and earplugs.”

Chloe gave a small curtsey.

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

She stepped in front of Abby. Immediately she found herself beneath Abby’s gaze again. This time, Chloe had somewhere to look other than her eyes. The fastening. She worked carefully around her long nails until the hood loosened, then eased the latex upwards. Scarlet hair spilled free, flattened and slightly damp against Abby’s forehead and cheeks. Chloe’s hands stopped for half a second. The collar was still there. The altered face was still there. But hair changed something.

Without the hood, Abby looked less like the object Laura had brought into the house that morning and more like a person Chloe had once known. Chloe folded the hood neatly.

“The earplugs.”

One. Then the other. Abby flinched as sound returned all at once. Felix’s knife against his plate. The clink of Laura’s fork. A glass touching wood. The soft hum from the kitchen. Ordinary noises. Abby blinked and looked around as though the room had suddenly become too large.

“Can you hear me now?”

Her eyes returned to Chloe. For a second, Chloe thought she might answer. She did not. Laura spoke.

“Chloe.”

Chloe straightened.

“Yes, Mistress Laura?”

“Set a place for my Dolly.”

“Yes, Mistress Laura.”

Laura indicated the empty chair beside her.

“Dolly, sit.”

Abby obeyed immediately. No hesitation. Laura barely moved the leash. She did not need to. Abby carefully turned and lowered herself onto the chair, the severe angle of the ballet boots making the movement slow. Chloe watched until she was safely seated. Then she turned towards the kitchen. A plate, knife, fork and napkin. The familiar sequence gave her something safe to concentrate on. She returned and prepared Abby’s place with the same care she had used for Felix and Laura. Plate centred. Fork straight. Knife aligned.

Napkin positioned neatly. She adjusted the fork by a fraction. Perfect. Only then did she fetch the food. A portion of lasagne, a little salad and one piece of garlic bread. The plate looked ordinary. That bothered Chloe more than if it had looked strange. She carried it back and placed it gently in front of Abby.
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“There.”

Her voice was soft again. Chloe stepped back. Abby looked towards the meal. Then did nothing. Several seconds passed. The fork sat directly beside her hand. Felix and Laura were already eating. Still Abby waited. Chloe’s eyes moved towards Laura. Laura knew exactly what was happening. She calmly finished the mouthful she was chewing, took a sip from her glass and returned it to the table. Then she glanced towards Chloe.

“This will be the first time she’s fed herself in months.”

Laura said it with the same casual ease she might have used to comment on the weather. Chloe’s hand stopped halfway towards her apron.

Months.

Her eyes flicked to Abby. The freed hands rested uncertainly near her lap, fingers slightly curled. For an instant, Chloe saw those same hands wrapped around a mug. Flicking through television channels. Stealing something from Charlie’s plate and laughing when he tried to take it back. The memory came so clearly that Chloe almost heard the laugh. Then Laura spoke.

“Begin, Dolly.”

Abby moved immediately. Chloe’s fingers pressed into the front of her apron. The plate had been waiting. The fork had been within reach. Felix and Laura had already been eating. None of it had mattered. Laura’s permission did. Abby reached for the fork. Her latex-covered fingers closed awkwardly around the handle. The gloves fitted closely, but the polished material dulled the tiny sensations her fingers needed. The fork shifted when she tried to position it. She adjusted. Thumb. Forefinger. Middle finger.

The tines scraped thinly across the plate. Abby froze. Her eyes darted towards Laura. Laura continued eating. After a moment, Abby tried again. She attempted to lower her head towards the plate. The posture collar stopped her. Her chin remained high, leaving her eyes to strain downwards as far as they could. She could catch fragments of the meal—the edge of the lasagne, part of the salad—but could not simply look at what she was doing. The corset did not look brutally tight.

Chloe could see Abby had room to breathe. It did not need to be tight. Its rigid boning kept her torso upright while the collar prevented her from compensating by bending her neck. The small movements everyone made without noticing were gone. No hunch towards the plate, no lowering of the face, no easy glance to check where the fork had landed. Only her arms moved. Abby reached towards where she thought the lasagne was. The fork landed in sauce. She tried again.

This time, the tines caught the edge. Her fingers tightened. The handle twisted slightly beneath the gloves. A small piece finally came free. Abby lifted it. The bite wobbled on the fork. Her eyes followed it as far down as the collar allowed, but she could not bring her mouth towards it. The fork had to make the whole journey. Halfway there, the lasagne began to slide. Abby reacted too quickly. The fork tilted. The piece dropped back onto the plate with a wet little slap.

Chloe flinched. Abby did not. For several seconds, she stared as far downwards as she could. Then her eyes went to Laura. Waiting. Checking. Laura had been watching. The corner of her mouth lifted. She gave the smallest nod. Dolly tried again. Laura’s amusement was quiet enough that it never became a performance. A faint smile. A soft breath through her nose when the fork scraped again.

“Oh, Dolly.”

Abby looked at her.

“No, no. Carry on.”

Dolly obeyed. Chloe watched her reposition the fork. The sight hurt in a way she had not expected. Not because Abby looked helpless. Because she did not. She looked determined. Laura had taken an ordinary action, made it difficult, and somehow taught Abby to regard the difficulty as hers to overcome. The second piece stayed on the fork. Abby lifted it slowly. Carefully. This time it reached her mouth. She took the bite. Laura smiled.

“There you go.”

Abby’s eyes lifted immediately.

“Good.”

The change in Abby was tiny. Her shoulders dropped a fraction. Her fingers loosened around the fork. Relief—not because she had eaten, but because Laura approved. Felix had been watching too. He gave a low chuckle.

“She really has changed.”

Laura looked towards him. Pride replaced the amusement almost at once. She watched Dolly prepare another bite.

“Now she tries harder.”

Felix nodded. That was all. No catalogue of the old Abby, no explanation. The proof sat between them holding a fork. Dolly managed another mouthful. Laura reached across and stroked two fingers lightly along her cheek. Dolly leaned into the touch as far as the posture collar allowed. Laura’s smile softened.

“My beautiful Dolly.”

Chloe looked away. The movement was small. Felix noticed it anyway.

“Chloe.”

She straightened immediately.

“Yes, Master?”

Felix lifted the wine bottle and looked through the remaining liquid.

“Another bottle. Then your place.”

A task. Something simple, something Chloe knew how to do.

“Yes, Master.”

* * *

She curtseyed and went to the kitchen. At the wine cooler, she selected the bottle Felix preferred with this meal without needing to think about it. For a moment, she stood with the cool glass in her hands. The kitchen was empty.

Quiet.

No one could see her face. Chloe closed her eyes. Abby’s eyes returned immediately. The almost-word. The way her mouth had shaped a name she had not said. Chloe opened her eyes again.

“Don’t.”

She was not sure whether she meant Abby, herself or the memory. She checked the label, returned to the dining room, knocked and entered. Felix held out his glass. Chloe filled it carefully. Laura moved hers towards her. Chloe filled that too.
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“There you are, Mistress Laura.”

“Thank you.”

Chloe set the bottle down. Then she crossed to her usual place beside the wall.
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Heels together. Back straight. Hands joined neatly against the apron. Chin held correctly. Wait. The posture settled over her more easily than comfort would have. From there, she could see the table without needing to move. Felix and Laura continued eating. Dolly worked slowly at her meal. Laura held the leash loosely in one hand. A thin scrape of uncertain cutlery drew Chloe’s eyes upwards. She stopped them at the edge of the table. Don’t stare.

She had been standing and moving for most of the day. Now that she was finally still, her body began presenting its complaints one at a time. Heat burned beneath the balls of both feet. Her toes pressed into the fronts of the locked shoes. Her calves had tightened from holding the angle of the heels. A dull ache sat low in her back. Chloe shifted a little more weight onto one foot. Relief lasted three seconds. Then that foot began to throb harder.

She centred herself again. The wall stood inches behind her, close enough to touch. Close enough that leaning against it would remove some of the pressure from her feet and back. Chloe did not lean. Felix had told her to stand in her place. Not rest there. So she stood. The choice did not feel dramatic. That was the part Chloe tried not to think about. Three years ago, she would have needed a reason not to lean. Now she needed permission to do it.

Across the table, Abby’s fork scraped again. Chloe’s eyes rose before she could stop them. Abby had become slightly quicker. Not normal, not easy—but quicker. Her gloved fingers were beginning to compensate for what they could not feel. She had learned the distance from plate to mouth without lowering her head. Of course she had. Now she tries harder. Chloe understood why Laura had sounded proud. That understanding made her feel sick.

Felix and Laura spoke quietly about something Chloe did not follow. Their conversation rose and fell with the ordinary rhythm of dinner. For a strange moment, Chloe imagined a neighbour looking through the window. What would they see? A man and woman eating lasagne. A blonde maid standing neatly beside the wall. Another woman seated at the table. Warm lights, wine, a prepared meal. Nothing in the image itself would explain the years behind it.

Nothing would show Charlie inside Chloe remembering leaning against walls whenever he pleased. Nothing would show Abby once eating with one leg tucked beneath herself on the sofa, plate balanced badly on her knee, talking with her mouth full while Charlie complained. Nothing would show that Chloe had prepared this celebration without knowing what was being celebrated. Nothing would show that Abby needed a word from Laura before touching her own fork.

Finished household.

The phrase arrived without warning. Chloe did not know where it came from. Perhaps from the way Felix looked around the room. Nothing seemed temporary. Nothing seemed like training in progress. Laura was not correcting Dolly every few seconds. Felix was not demonstrating Chloe to anyone. They were simply using what years had produced. Chloe served. Dolly followed. Felix and Laura ate. The terrifying part was not that the arrangement looked cruel. It was that it looked settled. Chloe’s feet continued to ache.

* * *

She welcomed the pain. It gave her something immediate to think about. Another minute passed, then another. Dolly had almost finished the small portion Chloe had given her. Felix cut the last corner from his lasagne and ate it slowly. Laura had nearly finished hers as well. Then Felix placed his knife and fork together. The quiet clink against the china drew Chloe’s attention before she consciously decided to look. Felix reached for his glass.

“Laura.”

Laura looked across the table.

“Hmm?”

Felix took a slow drink. His eyes moved towards Dolly, then Chloe, then returned to Laura.

“Do you think we should tell them?”

Laura’s eyebrows lifted slightly.

“Tell them?”

Felix smiled.

“Why we’re celebrating.”

Chloe went perfectly still. For a moment, even the pain in her feet seemed to disappear.

Why we’re celebrating.

There it was again. The answer she had been wondering about since Felix and Laura first mentioned there was something special about tonight. Her fingers pressed together against the front of her apron. She resisted the urge to ask. Across the table, Abby’s fork stopped—only for a second, but Chloe saw it. So did Laura. Laura’s eyes moved towards Dolly. Abby had gone still with the fork held awkwardly between her latex-covered fingers. Her attention was fixed completely upon her Mistress. Listening. Laura’s mouth curved.

“Oh.”

She placed her own knife and fork neatly together.

“I think Dolly would like to know.”

Abby’s eyes remained on her. Laura smiled at the attention.

“And I suspect Chloe has been wondering about it all day.”

Heat crept beneath Chloe’s makeup. Her gaze dropped immediately.

“I wouldn’t presume, Mistress Laura.”

Felix laughed softly. Laura’s smile widened.

“Oh, Chloe.”

Chloe kept her eyes lowered.

“Yes, Mistress?”

“You’ve been desperate to know.”

Chloe’s lips parted. For a moment, she considered denying it. Felix spoke before she could.

“Chloe.”

Her head lifted immediately.

“Yes, Master?”

“You are curious, aren’t you?”

Chloe hesitated. Only for a second.

“Yes, Master.”

Felix smiled.

“At least you’re honest.”

“Yes, Master.”

Laura turned towards Dolly.

“And what about my Dolly?”

Abby looked directly at her. Laura waited. No answer came. Only those eyes. Laura’s smile widened.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

Felix rested one forearm against the edge of the table.

“So?”

Laura looked towards him, then towards Dolly. Finally, her gaze travelled across the room to Chloe, standing rigidly beside the wall with her hands folded against her apron. For several seconds, Laura said nothing. Chloe could hear the clock ticking, the faint hum of the refrigerator from the kitchen, a car passing somewhere outside, and her own heartbeat. Laura leaned back in her chair.

“Yes.”

Felix raised an eyebrow.

“Yes?”

Laura gathered a little of Dolly’s leash into her hand.

“Tell them.”

Something tightened deep inside Chloe’s stomach. Felix looked towards Dolly, then towards Chloe. The easy amusement that had accompanied most of the dinner remained faintly at the corners of his mouth, but something about him had changed. The joking was over. Chloe straightened another fraction. Beside Laura, Dolly slowly lowered her fork to the plate. Felix placed his glass down. Then he rested both hands against the table. For a moment, he said nothing. Chloe waited. Dolly waited. Laura smiled. Felix looked at them both.

“I think it’s time you both found out why tonight is special.”
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