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Not Now, Charlie

Chloe heard the muffled command through the heavy wood.

“Enter.”

She opened the door and stepped inside, closing it softly behind her. The living room felt overly warm after the hallway. Felix sat in his armchair with one ankle crossed over the other, a glass resting loosely in his hand. Laura had taken the sofa, her shoes off and one leg folded beneath her, the flush of wine still bright on her cheeks.

Neither of them looked as though the last hour had cost them anything. Laura noticed her first, and the laugh came before Chloe had finished her curtsey.

“Oh.”

Chloe completed the movement anyway, holding the dip for the proper count before rising with her hands joined neatly over her apron. Abby’s ring caught the light between her fingers. She kept her eyes on Felix.

She did not need the little mirror by the kitchen door to know what Laura was looking at. She had already seen it herself. The tears had dried where they had fallen, leaving tracks through the blush on her cheeks. Powder had gone patchy beneath them, and the liner under one eye had softened into a dark, uneven shadow. Most of the gloss was gone. Her lipstick had dulled and worn unevenly across lips she had taken such care over before dinner.

The cap was still straight. Everything else had been left exactly as the dining room had made it.
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Laura tipped her head, still smiling.

“You did ask.”

Chloe’s fingers pressed lightly together. She looked past Laura instead: the sofa, the arm of it, the empty stretch of carpet beyond Laura’s knee. Anywhere but the amusement on her face.

Felix set his glass down.

“Chloe. Laura and Dolly will be spending the night.”

“I’ve had too much wine to drive safely,” Laura added, sounding entirely unapologetic about it.

Chloe did not turn towards Laura. The explanation was not really for her.

“Yes, Master.”

“Prepare the spare bedroom.”

“Yes, Master.”

Her eyes moved before she could stop them. They found Laura for the briefest moment, slipped past her—and stopped.

Dolly was facing the wall.

She had been put there again, close enough that the toes of the ballet boots nearly touched the skirting board, the leash hanging loose from the high collar. From behind, the corset made a severe line of her waist. Her arms were held in front of her, latex-covered hands clasped hard against the belt, as if she were trying to keep them from doing something Laura had not allowed. She was not still.

A tremor ran through her thighs and broke at the knees. The boots shifted, a thin scrape against the floor, and she dragged them back into place at once. Her shoulders tightened. The glossy catsuit pulled across her back as her spine tried to arch and the corset refused it. For a second she managed to lock herself there, rigid, silent, every line of her held against whatever was happening beneath the latex. Then the rhythm changed. Chloe could not hear it. She saw it. Dolly’s hips gave a small, helpless push toward the wall and stopped, shaking. Her fingers curled beneath the latex until it pulled tight across her knuckles. A breath caught and was swallowed. Another followed, wetter, and that one almost became a sound before she bit it off.

She writhed without leaving the place Laura had given her. The fight was not against the wall. It was against herself.

Laura had already noticed where Chloe was looking. She chuckled.

“She is struggling now. She is fighting her orgasms.”

Chloe looked at Dolly and could not make herself look away. Sweat had gathered at the hairline beneath the scarlet ponytail. A fine shine sat at Dolly’s temples and along the edge of the collar. Her makeup had not moved. It had been put on to survive this. Chloe’s had not.

“She only cums from my touch,” Laura said. “And those are rare.”

Dolly’s knees pressed together. The boots tapped once, sharply, and went quiet. Her head could not turn. Only the smallest shift of her shoulders betrayed that she had heard her Mistress at all.

Laura’s mouth curved.

“Though perhaps I will allow my Dolly to cum tonight. I am sure she would like that.”

Chloe bit her lip. The bare edge of it stung where the lipstick had worn away. She did not answer. Across the room, Dolly shuddered again, a tight, silent convulsion that ran from her shoulders down through the locked line of her legs, and forced herself to be still before it could finish.

Felix’s voice cut cleanly through it.

“Chloe.”

Her attention returned to him immediately.

“Yes, Master?”

“Prepare the spare bedroom. Then you may have one of your meals and a glass of water.”

The permission caught her strangely. After everything at the dining table, hunger had become something distant enough that she had almost forgotten it.

“Yes, Master. Thank you, Master.”

“When you’ve finished, come back here.”

“Yes, Master.”

There was no hesitation. Whatever remained of the fear from the dining room, whatever she thought about Monday, the divorce papers, the ring on her finger or the woman trembling against the wall, the instruction settled over all of it. Come back here. So she would.

Chloe gathered the sides of her skirt and lowered herself into another careful curtsey. The movement pulled at the bruises beneath the latex and her breath caught, but she kept it from reaching her face.

“Please excuse me, Master. Mistress Laura.”

Felix gave the smallest nod. Chloe rose.

For one moment her eyes betrayed her again, slipping towards the wall. Dolly was still there, still struggling, still exactly where Laura had left her. Chloe turned away.

Her heels clicked softly across the floor. She reached the door, opened it and stepped into the cooler hallway. Behind her, Laura laughed again. Chloe closed the door and hurried away before anything else could be said.

The stairs took her quickly. One hand skimmed the banister while the locked six-inch heels found each tread without hesitation. There had been a time when stairs in shoes like these demanded nearly all her concentration.

Not anymore. Her feet knew where to land before she consciously thought about it. That did not make them comfortable; the ache that had followed her through most of the day sat deep in her arches, and every upward step pushed her toes harder towards the fronts of the shoes. Chloe adjusted her weight automatically and kept climbing.

At the landing, she turned away from her own bedroom and continued to the spare room farther along the corridor. She opened the door and switched on the light.

It was noticeably larger than the little box room Felix had given her, although calling it a spare bedroom was only partly accurate. Most of the time Felix used it as an office. A desk stood against one wall, its surface characteristically uncluttered apart from a lamp, the computer and several neatly arranged folders. The bed occupied the opposite side of the room, made but otherwise unused.

Chloe remained in the doorway for a moment, fingers tightening slightly around the edge of her apron. It did not matter. Felix had told her to prepare the room, so she prepared it.

She began with the surfaces: bedside table, chest of drawers, windowsill, then the desk, moving Felix’s things only far enough to clean beneath them before returning everything precisely to where it had been. A faint citrus smell followed the cloth through the room.

She checked the corners, the skirting and the top of the headboard. A fingertip passed along the wood and came away dusty. Chloe frowned. That would not do.

She fetched the vacuum cleaner and worked around the room in neat overlapping lines, moving carefully around the desk and beneath the edge of the bed. The locked heels made crouching awkward, and each time she bent the fitted latex skirt dragged across the bruises beneath it. She straightened with a small intake of breath and carried on.

She stripped the bed and carried the bedding into the hallway before fetching a fresh set from the airing cupboard: fitted sheet, top sheet, duvet, pillowcases. She worked quickly but carefully, smoothing each section with both hands before moving to the next.

At the foot of the bed she stopped. A crease.

It was tiny. Nobody else might even notice it, but her hands were already moving. She pulled the corner free, tightened the sheet and started that side again. When she stepped back the second time, the bed was smooth. Better.

She was about to leave when something bothered her. Chloe looked around the room again—bed, desk, wardrobe.

“Something…”

Then she realised.

“Towels.”

Of course. She sighed quietly, returned to the airing cupboard and collected two bath towels and two smaller ones. She folded them neatly and placed them at the foot of the bed. There. Now it was ready.

Chloe gathered the cleaning things, switched off the light and closed the door.

Downstairs, the kitchen was quiet. The smell of the lasagne had faded until only a faint warmth remained in the air. She returned the cleaning things to their proper places and washed her hands.

Soap. Palms. Between the fingers. Around the nails. She inspected each long peach nail before rinsing them.

The ring turned slightly beneath the water. Chloe stopped and watched it for a moment. Abby’s wedding ring. Felix had placed it on Chloe’s hand as though that settled what it meant; now it sat there while she washed her hands after preparing a bed for Abby and Laura.

Her throat tightened. She turned off the tap. Water gathered around the small stone before she dried her hands carefully.

Felix had given her permission to eat. Only then did she allow herself to notice how hungry she was.

She took one of the small meals Felix kept for her and placed it in the microwave. The machine started with a low hum, the container beginning its slow circle behind the glass.

Chloe leaned lightly against the worktop, then immediately straightened. Her eyes found the clock above the cooker and the little day-and-date display beneath it.

Saturday evening.

She had known it was Saturday all day; it simply had not mattered. Saturday meant chores, meals, whatever Felix wanted. Now it meant Monday was less than two days away.

Her stomach turned. The microwave continued humming while the container made its slow circle behind the glass. Chloe tried to think about the spare room—the sheets, the towels, whether she had switched off the light. She had. It did not hold.

Monday returned. Her fingers curled against the edge of the worktop and Abby’s ring clicked softly against the surface.

“No.”

The word escaped before she meant to say it, very quiet, almost nothing. The microwave kept turning.

Two minutes. One. Tomorrow was Sunday. After that came Monday.

The machine beeped and Chloe jumped. For a second she simply stared at it; then habit returned.

She opened the door and carefully removed the hot container. Steam escaped around the pierced film. Chloe tipped the meal onto a plate, filled the glass Felix had allowed her with water and carried both to the dining table.

Lowering herself into the chair hurt. The moment her weight settled, the bruised skin pressed against the seat and Chloe sucked in a breath, lifting again before slowly sitting back down.

She adjusted herself carefully: back straight, shoulders relaxed, knees together, ankles crossed neatly to one side. Even alone, the posture came automatically. Three years ago she would have sat however she wanted. Now even pain did not seem capable of making her forget the way Felix expected her to sit.

She began eating in small, careful mouthfuls. The food was hot around the edges and cooler in the middle, nothing special, but hunger made the first few bites better than they deserved to be.

Chloe kept the fork away from her lips as much as possible, protecting what remained of her lipstick. Between mouthfuls she dabbed carefully with the napkin. Never wipe. Dab.

Her water disappeared more quickly. Only when half the glass was gone did she realise how thirsty she had become. For several minutes the simple routine occupied her completely: fork, chew, swallow, napkin, water, another bite.

It almost worked. Then her eyes drifted towards the small mirror near the kitchen door and she stopped chewing. A sigh escaped before she could prevent it.

She swallowed. Her hand started towards her face, then stopped. Master had said no. She lowered it and met her reflection. Earlier she had sat before her dressing-table mirror and made every detail perfect. Now she looked—

Used.

The word came from somewhere old. Chloe stared at herself, then lowered her eyes to the plate and continued eating.

When the last mouthful was gone, Chloe finished the remaining water and carried everything into the kitchen. She washed the plate, the fork and the glass by hand, dried each item immediately and returned it to its proper place.

The rubbish bin caught her eye. Full. Inside were the remains of dinner, packaging, kitchen waste and, somewhere beneath everything else, the photograph.

Charlie and Abby at the church. The flowers. The dress. Pieces now.

Her fingers tightened around the edge of the worktop. Chloe looked away. The bin needed emptying. That was all.

She tied the bag, lifted it carefully clear of her skirt and opened the back door. Cool night air met her face. Beyond the kitchen light the garden was almost completely dark, a few neighbouring windows glowing beyond the fences. Somebody laughed faintly nearby; a television played behind another closed window.

Chloe crossed the garden, her heels making small hard sounds against the paving, and lifted the wheelie-bin lid. For a moment she held the bag suspended above it. The wedding photograph was somewhere inside, or what remained of it.

Take it back.

She stared into the darkness of the bin. She did not even know where among the rubbish the pieces were, and Master had told her to throw them away. Her fingers released the bag. It dropped heavily into the bin and the lid fell closed.

Gone.

Chloe stood there for another second, then turned and walked back to the house. The kitchen felt warmer when she stepped inside. She closed the door, turned the lock and washed her hands again.

Soap. Palms. Fingers. Nails. The ring shifted beneath the water. Chloe looked down as water gathered around the small stone. Her thumb touched the band, then pushed it firmly back against the base of her finger.

She finished washing, turned off the tap and dried her hands carefully. The house had become very quiet.

No. Not quiet. From farther along the hallway came the faint murmur of Master and Mistress Laura, followed by a small burst of laughter. Chloe stood beside the sink listening.

He had told her to come back when her tasks were finished. Her hands moved automatically to her apron, straightening it, checking the bow and smoothing the glossy skirt. The movement pressed the latex against the bruises beneath it and made her wince. She checked the cap even though she knew it was straight.

Her makeup remained exactly as Felix had ordered it to remain. Ruined.

Her body seemed to understand before the rest of her did. She turned towards the hallway and her heels began to click against the floor—short, measured, familiar. Felix had told her to come back. So Chloe went back.

* * *

Felix let the silence stretch after the door clicked shut. Laura kept her eyes on it for another moment.

“She really is devoted,” Laura said.

Felix turned his glass slowly between his fingers. “She is.”

Laura looked back at him. “I do enjoy watching that little struggle. You can see everything she wants to do instead. Then you speak, and it all disappears behind ‘Yes, Master.’”

Felix gave the smallest shake of his head.

“It doesn’t disappear.”

Laura raised an eyebrow. “No?”

“No.” Felix took a drink. “That’s the point.”

Laura watched him.

Felix continued, completely at ease. “She’s angry. She’s frightened. She’s thinking about Abby and she’s thinking about Monday.”

His gaze moved briefly towards the door.

“And she’s upstairs making the bed because I told her to.”

The corner of Laura’s mouth lifted.

“I know.”

Felix looked back at her.

“I just enjoy hearing you say it,” Laura said.

“I know.”

Laura laughed softly and took a sip of wine.

“She’s struggling more tonight.”

“Much more.”

That caught Laura’s attention.

“More than usual?”

Felix nodded once. “Obviously.”

Laura considered that for a moment.

“And she still signed.”

“Yes.”

“Even after she backed away from you?”

Felix’s expression barely changed. “Yes.”

“Even after she asked why?”

“Yes.”

Laura studied him over the rim of her glass.

“Because you told her to.”

Felix smiled faintly.

“Eventually.”

“You knew she would?”

“Of course I did.”

Laura studied him.

“That pleases you more, doesn’t it?”

“Obviously.”

A quiet breath of amusement escaped her. Across the room came a faint scrape.

Dolly remained facing the wall where Laura had left her, latex-covered hands held at her side, shoulders level beneath the glossy black catsuit. The high collar kept her head rigid. Her face remained smooth; her breathing did not. Each breath came deep and quick against the corset, followed too soon by another.

Laura kept her eyes on Felix as her thumb moved across the phone. Dolly caught her next breath halfway in, one ballet boot scraping lightly against the skirting board before returning to its place.

“What time does Chloe get up?” Laura asked.

“Early.”

“How early?”

“No idea.”

Laura paused.

“You don’t know?”

Felix gave a quiet laugh.

“No.”

Felix thought about it for a moment.

“Before me.”

Laura looked at him over the rim of her glass.

“That is rather perfect.”

Felix glanced towards the clock on the mantel. It was already past nine.

“She’ll be tired,” Laura said.

“She will.”

Laura’s eyes dropped briefly towards the hallway. “She’s been in those heels all day.”

Felix took another drink.

“Her feet will hurt,” Laura added.

Felix looked back at her.

“That isn’t what’s bothering her.”

“No,” Laura agreed.

“The heels hurt every day,” Felix said. “She’s used to that.”

His thumb moved once along the side of the glass.

“Tonight it’s Abby.”

Laura watched him.

Felix paused.

“And Monday.”

Across the room, Dolly drew another heavy breath. Laura’s thumb moved again. The breath broke and Dolly froze. Laura waited several seconds before easing the setting, and air left Dolly slowly through parted lips. Felix glanced towards her.

“What time does Chloe go to bed?”

“Usually eleven.”

“Usually?”

“Sometimes midnight.”

Laura waited.

“If?”

“If I want something.”

“What sort of something?”

Felix gave her a look. Laura took another drink. A faint scrape came from the wall; without looking away from Felix, Laura moved her thumb and Dolly became still again.

“You’ve spent all day watching Chloe,” Felix said.

“I have.”

“You can work it out.”

“I can.”

Laura lowered the glass to her knee.

“But hearing you say it is much more interesting.”

Felix smiled faintly.

Laura let the silence sit between them for a moment.

Then she asked, “Do you fuck her?”

Felix laughed once.

Laura’s smile sharpened. “That amused you.”

“The wording,” Felix said.

“I chose the wording.”

“I know.”

Laura held his gaze.

“And?”

Felix took another drink instead of answering. Laura waited, then turned her attention towards the wall.

“Dolly.”

Dolly’s breathing caught.

“Come here.”

She turned immediately. Her features barely changed as she crossed the room; only the quick rise and fall beneath the black latex showed what Laura had been doing to her. The ballet boots forced her into tiny, careful steps, her leash swaying gently from the rigid collar.

Laura watched her all the way. When Dolly reached the sofa, she tapped the cushion beside herself.

“There.”

Dolly lowered herself carefully and sat close enough that their thighs nearly touched. The corset held her upright, knees pressed together, latex-covered hands resting neatly in her lap. Her eyes found Laura.

Laura looked back at her for several seconds, then placed two fingers beneath Dolly’s jaw. Dolly stayed still while her chest rose sharply. Laura’s thumb traced the lower edge of the collar.

“My Dolly.”

Another breath pushed against the corset. Laura leaned closer, her lips stopping beside Dolly’s ear beneath the scarlet ponytail. Felix could not hear what she whispered.

Dolly listened. Her breathing shallow in the corset. Laura drew back, and Dolly remained still for another second before her lips parted.

“Do you fuck my ex-husband?”

Her voice was soft and careful, almost flat.

The gentle knock at the door landed on the final word. Felix kept his eyes on Dolly for another moment. She sat beside Laura with the same subdued expression, breathing too heavily while Laura’s fingers remained beneath her jaw. Then Felix turned towards the door.

“Enter.”

* * *

Chloe opened the door and stepped inside. The pleasant expression was already in place. It lasted until she saw Dolly.

She was sitting beside Laura now, close enough that their bodies almost touched. Laura still had two fingers resting beneath her jaw, her thumb moving idly along the lower edge of the posture collar. Glossy black latex covered Dolly from the neck down; the corset and ballet boots held her in the severe shape Laura preferred.

Her face gave almost nothing away. Her breathing did: quick, shallow breaths pressed against the corset, one following another before the last seemed properly finished. Chloe’s eyes caught on her for half a second too long. Laura noticed, her smile barely moving.

Chloe forced her attention towards Felix, crossed the room and lowered herself into the familiar curtsey. The bruises across her bottom pulled sharply beneath the latex, but she held the position.

“The spare room is ready for Mistress Laura and Dolly, Master.”

“Good.”

Chloe rose, her hands settling neatly against her apron. Felix looked her over, then asked,

“What time did you wake up this morning?”

Chloe blinked.

“A quarter to five, Master.”

Laura laughed once and looked at Felix.

“Quarter to five.”

Felix gave the smallest shrug.

“Told you. Before me.”

Laura’s eyes returned to Chloe.

“Poor Chloe.”

Chloe lowered her gaze. Laura turned towards Dolly.

“Did you hear that?”

Dolly’s eyes moved towards her.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Quarter to five.”

Laura stroked one finger slowly along Dolly’s cheek.

“And she’s still going.”

Dolly’s breathing remained heavy. Laura watched her for another moment.

“Look at Chloe.”

Dolly’s eyes moved straight to Chloe. The contact landed immediately.

Abby.

The rest of Dolly’s face stayed perfectly still, but her eyes did not. Pain showed there as they moved over Chloe: the damaged makeup, the collar, the apron, the ring on her hand. When they reached Chloe’s face again, the hurt was unmistakable.

Laura let it remain for a few seconds.

“Look at me.”

Dolly’s eyes left Chloe at once. Something dropped quietly inside her. Laura smiled into Dolly’s gaze.

“Good girl.”

Her thumb brushed the corner of Dolly’s mouth. Then she looked towards Chloe again.

“Chloe.”

Dolly obeyed. Her eyes returned. Nothing else changed: her forehead remained smooth, her painted mouth still, her latex-covered hands neat in her lap.

Laura leaned close to her ear, the scarlet ponytail brushing her cheek, and whispered something Chloe could not hear. Dolly listened; her breathing caught once. Laura drew back.

“Go on.”

Dolly’s eyes remained fixed on Chloe.

For the first time, Chloe saw a hesitation there. Not in Dolly’s posture or her mouth, only in her eyes. The pain sharpened for a second before she forced the words out.

“Does your Master fuck you, Chloe?”

The question was soft, careful, almost flat. Chloe stopped breathing as heat rushed into her face.

Her eyes dropped. Abby’s wedding ring caught the light on her own hand. She stared at it for half a second before looking back at Dolly. Black latex covered Dolly’s hands; no familiar fingers, no ring, nothing Chloe could reach for.

She wanted to hide her own. Her hands remained joined against her apron.

Laura watched her.

“Oh, look at her.”

Chloe’s face burned hotter. Laura ran her fingers lazily through the end of Dolly’s ponytail.

“You’ve embarrassed her.”

Dolly continued staring at Chloe. The pain had not left her eyes. If anything, Chloe seeing it seemed to make it worse.

Laura tilted her head towards her.

“Look at Mistress.”

Dolly’s eyes snapped back. Again, Chloe felt that tiny loss. Laura smiled.

“There you are.”

Her fingers stroked beneath Dolly’s jaw. Felix set his glass down, the soft clink pulling Chloe’s attention towards him.

“Answer her.”

Chloe swallowed.

“Master…”

“Answer the question.”

Chloe looked towards Dolly. Laura noticed.

“Eyes on Chloe, Dolly.”

Dolly looked at her again. Laura settled back into the sofa, one hand resting against Dolly’s latex-covered thigh.

Chloe’s lips parted.

“Yes.”

Felix’s expression did not change.

“Properly.”

Her stomach tightened.

“Master…”

“Tell her.”

Chloe stared at Dolly. A wet shine had begun to gather along her lower lashes while Laura’s fingers moved slowly against the black latex. Chloe swallowed.

“Yes.”

Her voice cracked. She tried again.

“Yes. Master fucks me.”

Something changed in Dolly’s eyes. Her face remained exactly as Laura had trained it to remain, but the hurt was suddenly naked. Chloe could see the question had wounded her too, could see what it cost her to sit beside Laura and make Chloe say those words while looking at what Charlie had become.

Silence. Chloe’s face burned and her eyes dropped.

“No.”

Felix’s voice stopped her.

“Look at her.”

Chloe raised them again. Dolly was still watching, moisture gathered thickly along her lower lashes. Laura saw it.

For one brief moment, there was nothing distant in Dolly’s eyes at all. Chloe saw Abby in them completely: the pain of what she had just done, and the pain of seeing Chloe standing there in front of her.

“Careful.”

Her thumb passed beneath one eye before anything could fall, then two fingers beneath Dolly’s jaw brought her attention back.

“Who do you look at when Mistress speaks to you?”

“Mistress.”

“Good.”

Laura pressed a brief kiss to her temple.

“There’s my girl.”

Felix crooked one finger.

“Come here.”

Chloe moved at once, crossing the room and stopping beside his chair. Felix reached into his pocket and produced two small keys. She knew them both: one for the locks at her ankles; the other made her fingers rise unconsciously towards the collar at her throat.

Felix dropped the keys into her palm.
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“Upstairs.”

Chloe looked down at them.

“Take the heels off.”

Her fingers closed slightly.

“And the collar.”

Chloe stared at him. The instruction felt stranger than it should have. Felix waited.

“Shower.”

Chloe swallowed.

“Clean yourself out.”

Dolly was somewhere behind her. Chloe could not see her without turning, and she did not dare. Even so, she was suddenly conscious of her presence.

Behind Chloe, Dolly was already looking at her.

For one second, Laura allowed it.

“Dolly.”

Dolly’s eyes returned to Laura.

“Much better.”

Chloe’s fingers tightened around the keys.

“The new lingerie is on your bed,” Felix said.

She looked back at him.

“Put it on.”

A pause.

“Then come back here.”

“Master…”

“What?”

Nothing followed. Felix waited. Chloe looked down at the keys.

“Nothing, Master.”

“Then go.”

She brought her heels neatly together and lowered herself into the curtsey. Pain pulled across the bruises beneath her skirt.

“Yes, Master.”

Her voice had become very small.

“Please excuse me, Master. Mistress Laura.”

“Of course, Chloe.”

Chloe rose and turned towards the door. She almost looked back.

Behind her, Laura spoke softly.

“Eyes on me, darling.”

A faint movement of latex followed. Chloe knew without looking.

She opened the door and stepped into the hallway, closing it behind her. For a moment she stood there with both keys pressed into her palm.

Through the wood came the low murmur of voices. Dolly’s question remained perfectly clear in her head. So did her own answer. Felix’s voice had never been among them.

Chloe hurried along the landing and shut her bedroom door behind her. For a few seconds she stayed there with her back against the wood. Quiet. No Laura laughing. No Felix watching her. No Dolly looking at her because Laura had told her to.

Yes. My Master fucks me.

Her face burned again. She opened her eyes and pushed away from the door.

Her gaze went to the bed. Smooth. She had made it so herself. For a second Abby was still on it, hooded, the belt locked around her, that faint hum beneath the latex. Waiting, even with Laura downstairs.

Chloe looked away.

“Stop.”

Her eyes found the bag instead, plain and new in the centre of the bed exactly where Felix had left it.

The new lingerie is on your bed.

Then—

Clean yourself out.

Her stomach tightened.

“No.”

The word sounded small in the room. Chloe crossed to the dressing table and lowered herself carefully onto the padded stool. The bruises met the cushion and she sucked in a breath, shifting even though the padding barely helped.

The two keys were still pressed into her palm. She opened her hand. Small red marks crossed the skin where their edges had dug into it: one for the heels, one for the collar.

Her eyes lifted towards the mirror. The collar rose high around her throat, exactly where it always was. She touched it. Felix had told her to take it off. The thought should not have felt strange. It did.

Chloe lowered her hand and picked up the first key. Her nails made the little lock at her right ankle awkward, but eventually it turned.

Click.

She stared at the open padlock beside the narrow strap. She had been in the heels since before five that morning. Chloe opened the other lock.

Click.

The straps loosened. Her right foot slipped free, then the left. She placed the heels together beneath the stool, side by side and straight.

“Ridiculous.”

She stood. Pain pulled through both arches immediately, and Chloe caught the edge of the dressing table and waited. She knew this part.

Hours held in the same high curve always made the first few barefoot steps unpleasant. Her calves tightened and her toes flexed against the carpet while her arches protested being asked to flatten again. She shifted her weight carefully from one foot to the other. Better. Not comfortable, but better.

Chloe looked up. Her reflection waited for her: ruined makeup, high collar, white maid’s cap, Abby’s ring.

Her eyes fell to the ring.

Take it off.

Her fingers moved before she had properly decided, thumb against the band. One small pull and it could be sitting on the dressing table instead of her finger. Nobody was there to stop her.

Chloe held it.

“Take it off.”

She pulled slightly, then stopped. Her fingers loosened and the ring settled back against the base of her finger.

Chloe stared at herself.

“You can take off a ring.”

Her hand rose again, stopped halfway, then fell.

“Pathetic.”

Her mouth tightened. She reached for her hair instead. The pins came out one by one and were placed beside the mirror.

Then the little white maid’s cap. She held it between her fingers.

Poor Chloe.

Laura’s voice. Chloe set the cap down straight.

The cuffs followed, then the apron. She untied the bow and drew it away from her waist. Her hands folded it automatically, once and then again.

Throw it.

Her eyes went to the floor. Just throw it down. Leave it there. Something messy. Something wrong. Her arm moved slightly, then stopped.

She would only have to pick it up later. The anger came so quickly that Chloe nearly laughed. Even something as stupid as throwing an apron onto the floor had to pass through the part of her that knew she would eventually have to put it away properly.

She laid it over the back of the stool. Neatly.

Chloe reached behind herself for the zipper and drew it slowly down her back. The black latex had become warm and damp against her skin after the long day, clinging beneath her arms and around her waist until she peeled it away. Cool air touched her shoulders.

She worked the dress down over her hips and stepped free. For a second she held it.

Drop it.

Her eyes went to the floor. Her hands folded the dress once, then twice, and placed it over the chair.

“Of course.”

The garter belt came next. Her nails caught awkwardly against the hooks before they finally released. She unclipped the stockings and rolled them down one at a time, folding each before placing it with the rest.

Only the collar remained of the uniform.

Chloe looked at herself and touched the rigid edge. She had wanted it off plenty of times. Now Felix had given her the key, and she was hesitating.

“Take it off.”

She picked up the second key. Her fingers were less steady now. It entered the lock and turned.

Click.

Chloe froze. Nothing happened; the collar stayed around her throat until she lifted her hands and opened it herself.

She pulled the two sides apart. Cool air touched the skin beneath it and Chloe swallowed, feeling the absence of the rigid edge under her jaw before she lifted the collar away.

Her neck looked wrong. A faint line marked where the collar had rested. Chloe touched it with two fingers. Bare.

She should have felt relieved. Instead she felt exposed. For one absurd second she wanted to put the collar back on.

“No.”

She placed it on the dressing table beside the cap, careful and straight.

Chloe stood there bare except for the cage and Abby’s ring. Her body no longer startled her: the breasts were hers now, the softer waist, the smooth legs. Long ago she would have searched every change for Charlie. She rarely did that anymore.

Her eyes moved lower. The cage remained where it always was, familiar enough that most days she barely thought about it unless it hurt. Tonight she could think about nothing else. Felix had told her she would not need it much longer.

Monday.

Chloe sat again.

“No.”

Her hands tightened around the edges of the padded stool. Monday. The pen. Her own writing, neat because even then she had been neat.

“You signed it.”

The answer came at once.

“He made you.”

Chloe swallowed. The signature was still there.

For a moment Charlie felt close. Not in the mirror, but in the memory of a man who would have said no. Wouldn’t he?

Chloe’s throat tightened. He had said yes to plenty. Small things. Temporary things. Things he could fix tomorrow. Until tomorrow stopped helping.

Her eyes went to the bag.

Don’t open it.

The front door existed. Leave.

The word frightened her almost as much as Monday. Leave wearing what? And Abby—

Chloe closed her eyes. Abby looking at her. Then Laura.

Look at me.

And Abby had. Immediately.

Chloe opened her eyes. The mirror had blurred. She blinked hard.

“No. No more.”

Her hand reached for a makeup wipe. Something simple. Something she knew how to do.

The first pass went through one of the dried tracks in her blush, foundation and pink coming away against the white pad. Another pass beneath her eye caught the ruined liner and pulled it briefly outward before Chloe folded the wipe and cleaned the smear properly.

Again. A fresh pad. She worked slowly: foundation, blush, liner, mascara. Each pass revealed more bare skin beneath.

Chloe cleaned around her mouth last. The remains of the lipstick came away easily. She stared at the pink staining the wipe.

Does your Master fuck you, Chloe?

Her hand stopped. Dolly had said it. Abby’s voice. Laura’s question. And Chloe had answered.

Yes. My Master fucks me.

She dropped the wipe into the bin. Her face was bare now, eyes red and tired, mouth softer without the carefully drawn colour around it.

Chloe leaned closer to the mirror and searched: jaw, eyes, mouth, anything. There had been a time when wiping Chloe away had revealed Charlie underneath. Now it only revealed Chloe without makeup.

Her eyes filled.

“That’s not fair.”

A tear escaped. Chloe caught it with the corner of a clean wipe, then another threatened. She gave a weak little laugh.

“No makeup to ruin now.”

[image: Chloe at the mirror after removing her makeup]

The laugh disappeared almost as soon as it came. Chloe sat there for another moment: bare face, bare throat, Abby’s ring on her finger, the collar beside her maid’s cap, the bag waiting behind her.

Eventually she stood. The dressing gown hung from a hook beside the wardrobe. Chloe slipped her arms into the sleeves and drew the soft fabric closed around her.

Her hands found the belt and tied it neatly at her waist. The bow was straight. Of course it was. Her fingers almost pulled it loose, but didn’t.

She looked at herself once more. No makeup. No collar. No heels. Nothing rigid beneath her jaw forcing her head into position, yet Chloe still held herself straight.

Her eyes went to the collar on the dressing table, then to the bathroom door. She crossed the room and closed her hand around the handle.

Chloe stopped.

“No.”

She opened it anyway.

The bathroom light was brighter than the bedroom. Chloe shut the door and stood with her hand still on it. The room smelled of soap and the faint clean scent she used on the tiles. Ordinary.

[image: Chloe in her dressing gown in the bathroom before showering]

She turned the shower on and stepped back from the first cold burst of water. The dressing gown came off; Chloe hung it on the hook, smoothed the shoulders and left the belt hanging straight.

She looked at it.

“Of course.”

Cool air touched her bare skin. She twisted her hair up, pulled on the shower cap and tucked the last loose strands beneath the elastic. It snapped lightly against the back of her neck.

Chloe looked in the mirror. Without the makeup or collar, she looked unfinished.

She didn’t get into the shower. The water rattled against the tray.

She opened the cupboard beneath the sink.

The bulb was where it always was. Clear nozzle. Soft rubber body. Her fingers closed around it, and the humiliation arrived before she had filled it.

So he’s going to fuck us.

Chloe’s eyes closed.

Charlie. Dry. Almost amused.

“Me,” she said.

A pause.

Oh, sorry. He’s going to fuck you.

A strange little laugh escaped her. She covered her mouth.

“Shut up.”

I didn’t do it.

Her smile went.

“Neither did I.”

The answer came at once.

Then she looked at the ring.

You signed.

“He told me to.”

And?

She turned the tap and waited until the water ran lukewarm. The bulb filled slowly in her hand. Soft. Obscene. Ordinary, because it lived under her sink.

“I wasn’t going to stand there arguing with him.”

No. Much easier to sign.

“He would have kept me there until I did it anyway.”

Probably.

“And I’d already made everything worse.”

By saying no?

“By losing control.”

That came too quickly.

The shower rattled behind her.

There it is.

“Oh, fuck off.”

She almost laughed again.

Almost.

A little of the wash went onto her fingertips. She smoothed it over the nozzle, careful, thorough, the way she did anything Felix would later be close to.

Her face was already hot.

You’re actually going to do it.

“Yes.”

Why?

“Because he told me to.”

The answer frightened her.

She corrected it.

“Because I’m going back downstairs anyway.”

Why?

“Because I live here.”

Charlie went quiet.

She had wanted him to argue.

Chloe looked at the rubber bulb.

For a few seconds she wanted it back in the cupboard.

Master was downstairs.

He would not know yet.

Put it away.

Shower.

Come back and say no.

Her fingers did not move.

Go on, then.

“I don’t want another fight.”

Ah.

“What?”

Nothing.

“No. Say it.”

You’re doing this for a quiet life.

She gave a short laugh.

“The things we do for a quiet life.”

There it was.

Something absurd enough to hold.

She braced one hand on the cistern and bent. The porcelain was cool. Her bare feet shifted on the tile, arches still complaining, bruises pulling when she tipped her weight forward. The cage snug and flat between her thighs, a small cold weight, and there was nothing pleasant in it.

Her body knew the rest.

That irritated her.

Look at us.

“Don’t.”

She guided the nozzle into her bottom.

Slowly.

A little resistance, then the familiar give.

Her breath caught.

She stayed there, one hand steadying herself, the other around the bulb, face turned towards the tile because she did not want the mirror.

“It isn’t difficult.”

No. Not anymore.

She squeezed.

The pressure came in a warm rush, sudden enough that her stomach tightened and her toes curled against the floor.

Chloe held herself still.

Counted.

One.

Two.

Three.

The bulb softened beneath her fingers as it emptied. She kept it there a moment longer, jaw set, the heat in her face worse than the feeling itself.

You practised.

“Master likes me clean.”

There you go again.

“I like being clean too.”

Of course you do.

“Stop making everything sound like that.”

She eased the nozzle free and stayed bent for a moment, breathing, waiting.

Her body knew how long.

That irritated her too.

When she was finished, Chloe cleaned the bulb, washed her hands and worked soap beneath her nails. Abby’s ring turned once beneath the water.

She slid it back into place.

The bulb went beneath the sink.

Out of sight.

Chloe stepped into the shower.

Heat found the sweat first.

Under her arms.

Along her waist.

The film the dress had kept against her since morning.

Chloe tipped her face clear of the spray and reached for the soap.

Her breasts were tender beneath her hands.

She meant only to wash.

She cupped the left one, thumb passing beneath the faint line the bodice had left, then across the soft swell.

The nipple hardened against her palm before she reached it.

Quick.

Stupid.

A small tight pull low in her stomach.

“Don’t.”

She moved to the other.

Soap slid over the curve and gathered at the tip.

The same response came, sharper this time.

Both nipples tightened beneath the water.

The pull dropped lower.

Real.

Immediate.

For a second Chloe’s hand stayed where it was.

She hated that.

Her own skin answering a washcloth after she had just prepared herself because Felix had told her to.

Chloe rinsed too quickly.

The sensitivity remained, a thin ache beneath the spray. She stood with the water striking her chest and did not look down.

Eventually she had to.

The cage sat where it always did.

Water ran over the metal.

Chloe reached for the soap.

She washed around it carefully, fingers working along the edges and beneath the places where the heat of the day had left her sore.

Nothing answered her touch there.

Nothing could.

Her chest still ached faintly.

Below it, nothing.

Chloe’s hand slowed.

Monday.

“Don’t.”

She finished washing around the cage and rinsed the soap away.

Her fingers lingered against the metal for a moment.

Then moved on.

The bruises across her bottom were last.

Hot water had already made them throb.

Chloe soaped her hand and worked carefully over the tender skin.

She flinched.

Could still leave.

Her hand stopped.

Chloe stared at the tile.

“Abby is downstairs.”

She left you.

“No.”

Immediate.

Sharp.

Chloe resumed washing.

Charlie said nothing else.

She cleaned herself carefully until there was nothing left to do.

Then she stood beneath the spray.

Water ran over her bare shoulders.

Down her back.

Across the bruises.

Over the cage.

Chloe reached for the tap.

The water stopped.

Silence filled the bathroom.

Chloe stood in the silence for a few seconds longer.

Then she stepped out.

She dried herself carefully—arms, chest, stomach, legs—the towel passing more gently over the bruises.

The shower cap came off. She loosened her hair, combed it through with her fingers and wrapped the dressing gown around herself again before returning to the bedroom.

The bag was still waiting in the centre of the bed. Chloe shut the door and stood for a moment. No comment from the back of her mind. No joke. No question. Only the quiet room.

She crossed to the bed and opened the bag.
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