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Chapter 1 — The Forum

The office always emptied out around the same time, as if some invisible signal made everyone rise from their desks at once. Warren almost always stayed until last, not because he had more work than anyone else, but because he had no particular reason to leave early. He shut down the main monitor, leaving only the secondary one on, and looked out through the glass at the traffic building up on the ring road. It was six twenty on a Tuesday in October.

Thirty years old, a two-room rented apartment, a job as an analyst that others considered solid and that felt to him, a little more each day, like a room with walls too close together. Not that he was complaining. He didn't even have the words to define what he felt as unease, because it wasn't unhappiness, not exactly. It was more the impression of living a life tailored for someone else, worn well, but not his.

That evening, like so many others, he took the subway to his stop, bought some ready-made food at the corner store, and went home to a silence that had by now become familiar. He ate in front of his laptop, without really watching whatever was streaming, and then, as he'd been doing more and more often in recent weeks, he opened an incognito browser tab.

He couldn't remember exactly when it had started. Maybe an article he'd read by chance, maybe a comment on some general forum that had intrigued him enough to make him search further. The point was that by now, for almost two months, these searches had become an evening ritual, something he did with the same caution you'd use to hide a vice from someone you lived with, even though there was no one at home to hide it from.

He typed in the name of a forum he'd saved among his favorites. A bare-bones page, gray, with a design that seemed stuck ten years in the past, but for that very reason gave him a sense of authenticity that the more polished sites didn't. The sections were divided by topic: introductions, general discussions, stories, a space for those looking for a partner or a couple to explore with.

Warren had read for weeks before registering. He'd scrolled through thousands of posts, some written in technical language he didn't fully understand, others in an almost domestic tone, as if people were talking about some ordinary hobby, gardening, Sunday morning running. What struck him most wasn't the aspect he'd expected, the transgression, the forbidden. It was the normalcy with which people talked about it. Men and women who by day held jobs like his, who came home and described weekends they'd planned with the same care with which others might plan a day trip out of town.

He'd signed up with a username chosen without much imagination, WRen_82, and for the first few weeks he hadn't written anything. He limited himself to reading, opening threads, closing the tab every time he heard a noise in the building's hallway, as if someone could see the screen through the wall.

That evening the forum had a thread pinned at the top, one of those threads that stayed open for months, where newcomers introduced themselves. He scrolled through the titles. Some were joking, others serious, others still written with obvious shyness, halting sentences from people who didn't quite know how to begin talking about themselves in a context like this.

Before he realized it, he'd opened a new blank page. The cursor blinked in the empty field. He sat staring at it for a length of time he couldn't have quantified.

He wrote, deleted, rewrote. In the end he left a short, almost anonymous text: thirty years old, a professional, new to the scene, curious more than experienced, interested in understanding before doing. He didn't specify anything else. He didn't mention his job, didn't say what city, didn't add details that might have made him recognizable to anyone who, absurdly, might actually know him.

He hit send before he could stop himself from thinking about it any further.

He closed the laptop with a more abrupt motion than necessary, as if the sound of the lid closing could somehow erase what he'd just done. He sat for a moment in the dark kitchen, listening to the hum of the refrigerator, the distant traffic outside the window. He wondered, not for the first time, what had driven him this far. He couldn't answer himself in a single sentence. He knew only that in his orderly, predictable life, free of upheaval, that search had become the only space where he felt truly awake.

The following days passed with the usual rhythm. Meetings in the morning, spreadsheets in the afternoon, a coworker inviting him for a drink after work whom he turned down with some excuse. He checked the forum every evening, with the subtle anxiety of someone waiting for a reply that might never come, or that might come and change everything.

On the fourth day he found three replies to his post. Two were generic welcomes, boilerplate sentences from users who evidently replied to anyone who introduced themselves first. The third was different. Shorter, more direct. Whoever had written it didn't waste time on pleasantries, asking a precise question: what did Warren mean by "understanding before doing." Did he want an experience, a relationship, or just information to consume alone, never actually taking action.

Warren reread the question several times before answering. No one had ever put it to him so bluntly, not even himself. He wrote a longer reply than he'd planned, admitting that he didn't know for certain, that the curiosity had arrived before any plan, and that he felt unprepared to define what he was really looking for.

The user who had written to him went, on their profile, simply by "C." No photo, no description beyond a single line: "I read more than I write."

Over the following days they exchanged a few more messages, always in the public section of the forum, never in private. C. asked pointed questions, never intrusive, as if building a picture calmly, in no rush to reach a conclusion. She asked Warren what had brought him here, what he feared most, what drew him in without his being able to explain why.

Warren answered with a sincerity that surprised even himself. There was something about that anonymous exchange that let him say things he never would have said to a friend, let alone a coworker. Maybe it was precisely the anonymity that made it possible. Maybe it was the fact that on the other side of the screen there was no one who really knew him, no one who could judge him in light of who he was in everyday life.

One evening, coming home from work under a light rain that made the streets glisten under the streetlamps, he stopped for a moment under a bus shelter, not because he needed to, but for the sheer pleasure of standing still, with no immediate destination. He thought about how strange it was that the liveliest part of his week was shifting onto a forum frequented by strangers, while everything else, the office, the rarely-seen friends, the dinners eaten alone, drifted by like a blurred image in the background.

He didn't feel unhappy about it. If anything, he felt suspended, like someone who has discovered a door left ajar in a house he thought he knew by heart, and doesn't yet know whether to open it all the way.

When he got home, the laptop was waiting for him on the kitchen table, closed, silent. He opened it almost immediately, still in his damp coat. A new message from C. was waiting in the private section, opened only a few hours earlier, after weeks of exchanges in public.

The message was brief. C. wrote that she had read carefully everything Warren had shared so far, and found him, in these words, "rare, for the restraint with which he talks about himself." She added that she would like to continue the conversation privately, if Warren agreed, and that there was another person, besides her, who had been reading these exchanges with equal interest.

Warren reread the message three times, sitting at the table still in his coat, water dripping slowly from his hair down his neck. He didn't answer right away. He stood up, took off his coat, poured himself a glass of water he didn't drink, and stood by the sink, watching the rain through the window as it kept falling on the empty street.

He knew that evening he was about to make a choice, even just by writing a reply. He didn't yet know what it would really involve, or who C. and the person she mentioned were. He knew only that, for the first time in months, he felt something that resembled real excitement, not the shallow kind of a passing pleasure, but the deeper kind felt by someone about to cross a threshold he hadn't even known he wanted to look for.

He went back to the table, sat down, and began writing his reply.


Chapter 2 — The Contact

The reply Warren wrote that stormy evening wasn't the one he'd imagined writing. He'd thought of something measured, almost professional, as if he were answering a work email. Instead, rereading C.'s words, he found himself writing something more honest, admitting that yes, he agreed to continue privately, and that his curiosity about who the other person was had by now grown stronger than any caution.

He hit send and sat staring at the screen, certain the reply would only come the next day, or maybe not even then. Instead, after a few minutes, a new message notification appeared.

C. wrote that her name was Corinne, and that it wasn't her full real name, but the one she preferred to use with people she didn't know well yet. She added that the other person she'd mentioned was her husband, and that the two of them, together, had for some years occasionally looked for someone to share what she called, in quotes, "a project" with. Not a one-night thing, she specified, but something that required time, trust, and a willingness to be guided patiently.

Warren read the message twice, then a third time, trying to figure out exactly what he felt. Part of him, the part used to weighing risk for a living, urged caution. But another part, quieter, felt relieved at the idea that someone already had a direction in mind, a method, while he himself still hadn't figured out what he was really looking for.

He replied that he was interested in learning more, without committing beyond that. Corinne answered almost immediately, as if she'd been sitting at her screen waiting for exactly that sentence. She proposed a video call, not yet an in-person meeting, just to get to know each other by voice and face before any next step.

Warren agreed to Friday evening. The days separating him from that appointment passed with an almost painful slowness. At the office he caught himself more than once staring at his computer screen without really seeing it, his mind elsewhere, imagining what the voice of a woman who had, until that moment, only been text on a screen might sound like.

Friday arrived with the same light rain as the previous days. Warren got home earlier than usual, changed his shirt twice, realized the absurdity of the gesture and laughed to himself, in the kitchen, at his own clumsy care over an appointment he still didn't quite know how to define.

At eight sharp he opened the call. For a few seconds the screen showed only a loading icon, then Corinne's face appeared.

She wasn't what Warren had imagined, and at the same time she was, in a surprising way. She looked to be around fifty, dark hair gathered carelessly, a full, soft face, lit by warm light coming from a lamp out of frame. Her shoulders were bare, or maybe covered by something sheer he couldn't quite make out, and the room behind her looked like a library, shelves full to the ceiling.

"Warren," she said, and her voice carried a tone he hadn't expected, something warm, almost maternal, that contrasted with the impression he'd formed from text alone. "I'm glad you agreed to see us face to face."

They talked for almost an hour. Corinne asked simple-seeming questions, about his day, about the neighborhood he lived in, about the music he listened to, but every so often she'd slip in one that went deeper, asking him, for instance, when was the last time he'd truly felt seen by someone. Warren found himself answering honestly even to questions he would have avoided under other circumstances, as if her voice, low and steady, made every confession feel natural.

At one point, toward the end of the call, a man's voice could be heard off-screen, asking Corinne something in a light tone. She turned, answered with a few words, then turned back to the screen.

"That was Desmond," she said. "My husband. He didn't join because he wanted this first time to be just mine, with you. But if you're up for it, next time he could join too."

Warren said that was fine. In truth he wasn't sure how he felt about the idea of a third person in the conversation, but Corinne's voice had a particular power, the power to make anything she proposed seem reasonable.

They ended the call with an agreement for a second one, this time with Desmond present, the following week. Warren sat for a long while in front of the darkened screen, replaying the details of that face, the way Corinne had laughed once, brief and genuine, when he'd told an awkward anecdote about a coworker.

In the days that followed he noticed himself thinking about her more often than he'd have liked to admit. These weren't thoughts tied only to the curiosity that had brought him to the forum. It was something simpler and, in a way, more disarming: he missed the sound of that voice, the way it seemed to listen to him without hurry, as if it had all the time in the world for him, something no one, in recent years, had ever made him feel he had.

He told himself it was just the excitement of novelty. He repeated to himself that a woman he didn't know, who lived who knew where with a husband and a project to carry forward together, could only be a curious parenthesis in his ordinary life. But when, the following Tuesday, he received a message from Corinne simply asking how his week was going, with no reference at all to what they'd discussed during the video call, he felt a warmth in his chest that he could no longer write off as mere curiosity.

He replied with a longer message than necessary, describing an ordinary day, the boring morning meeting, lunch eaten alone at his desk. Corinne replied attentively, asking questions, remembering details Warren himself had almost forgotten sharing during the video call. It was, he thought, as if someone had decided to take care of a part of him that no one had ever noticed until then.

The second call came right on schedule the following Friday. This time, next to Corinne, Desmond appeared too. He was a tall, thin man, with refined features and a measured way of moving, almost elegant in the small gestures with which he adjusted his shirt cuffs. His voice was calm, with a lighter timbre than Warren would have expected from a man of his age and evident self-assurance.

Desmond spoke little at first, letting Corinne lead the conversation. He watched Warren with an attention that wasn't hostile, but wasn't entirely reassuring either, like someone appraising a valuable object before deciding whether to acquire it or leave it where it was. Only toward the end of the call did he step in with a direct question, asking Warren what he thought he could offer the two of them, beyond his own availability.

Warren hesitated. He had no ready answer, and for a moment he feared the silence would be read as a flaw. But Corinne stepped in, in a tone that seemed almost to shield him from that overly direct question, saying there was no rush to answer right away, that some things you understand as you go.

That sentence, spoken in Corinne's warm voice, stayed with Warren for a long time in the days that followed. He found himself clinging to that implicit protection like something precious, something rare. No one, in his everyday life, had ever given him the time to understand things as he went. Everyone, from his superiors at the office to the few relationships he'd had, seemed to demand immediate answers, clear definitions, a Warren already fully formed and ready for use.

It was in those days that he began to realize, with a mix of astonishment and unease, that what he felt for Corinne wasn't just physical attraction, however much her full, soft figure, glimpsed in the warm light of the screen, had stayed with him more than he'd have liked to admit. There was something deeper, an almost childlike need to be received, contained, guided by someone who seemed to know exactly what to do with him.

He didn't tell anyone, because he had no one to tell, and maybe he wouldn't have told them anyway. But that night, before falling asleep, he caught himself thinking he would do almost anything just to hear that voice again, telling him there was no rush, that some things you understand as you go, that he was allowed not to know yet who he was, because someone was willing to wait for him to find out.

He didn't yet realize how much that willingness to be guided, that need to feel accepted precisely as he was, incomplete, would soon become the very point from which Corinne and Desmond would begin building everything else.


Chapter 3 — The House

The address Corinne had sent him took him out of the city, into a residential area where the streets widened and the houses spread further apart behind well-tended hedges. Warren drove with the window slightly cracked, despite the November cold, as if he needed the air to calm something stirring in his chest since he'd left his apartment.

He'd repeated the safeword to himself the whole drive, even though nothing that evening was supposed to require it yet. It was just a preliminary meeting, Corinne had told him on the phone. A way to see each other in person, in a neutral, safe place, before any next step.

The house appeared after a curve, bigger than Warren had imagined from the little information Corinne had given him. Two stories, a light-colored facade, a tidy garden with low, geometric hedges. The lights in the windows were warm, yellow, the kind that comes from real lamps and not fluorescent bulbs.

He parked along the curb and sat still in the car for a moment, hands still on the wheel, breathing slowly. Then he got out, walked up the path, and before he could even knock, the door opened.

It was Desmond who greeted him. In person he seemed taller than he had on the video calls, slender, in a casual but obviously expensive outfit, his gray hair carefully combed. His handshake was light, almost delicate, and the smile he gave Warren carried something subtly amused, as if he already knew in advance every thought crossing Warren's mind.

"Come in, come in," he said, stepping aside. "Corinne's in the living room, she can't wait."

The inside of the house was warm, furnished with a taste that blended antique pieces with more modern touches, thick rugs, paintings on the walls Warren didn't have time to look at closely. A light scent of wood and something sweet, maybe candles, filled the air.

Corinne joined them from the living room, and for a moment Warren completely forgot what he'd meant to say as a greeting.

In person she was even more striking than the screen had let him guess. She wore a dark dress, fitted on top and looser toward the bottom, that showed off a full, statuesque figure, wide hips and a generous décolletage set off by a neckline deep enough to be noticed without being vulgar. Her dark hair, always gathered up on the video calls, fell loose over her bare shoulders this time, framing a full face, sharp, attentive dark eyes, her mouth done in a subtle shade of lipstick. When she moved toward him, the warm light of the living room slid over her skin, drawing soft shadows along the curve of her breast, and Warren noticed, with an unease he immediately tried to hide, how the dark fabric followed every breath she took, rising slightly, tightening, then relaxing again.

"Warren," she said, coming closer with a slow step, and took both his hands in hers before he could decide whether to shake her hand or embrace her. "I finally get to see all of you, not just inside a frame."

Her hands were warm, soft, and a scent reached him only now, up close: vanilla, yes, but richer than he'd imagined hearing her only through the screen, mixed with a warmer note, almost cinnamon, that seemed to come from her skin itself more than any applied fragrance. Warren breathed in without meaning to, a breath just a bit deeper than necessary, and wondered if she'd noticed.

Warren stammered something about the drive, the house, how nice the neighborhood was, words that came out in no particular order as he tried not to stare too openly at her neckline, at the way the dark fabric pulled tight over her full breast with every breath. Corinne seemed to notice his embarrassment and smiled at it, not mockingly, but with an almost maternal indulgence, as if she found it endearing that a grown man could still blush over a half-held gaze.

"Come, sit down," she said, guiding him by the arm toward a large sofa, dark velvet. "Desmond, pour our guest something to drink."

Desmond obeyed with a small, wry bow, moving off toward a bar cabinet in a corner of the room. Corinne sat down next to Warren, not too close, but close enough that he could feel the warmth of her body and a sweet scent, maybe vanilla, that mixed with that of the candles.

They talked for an hour, maybe more, about things of no apparent importance. About Warren's work, about the house, about a trip Corinne and Desmond had taken the previous summer. But beneath the light surface of the conversation, Warren sensed an attentive gaze, from both of them, watching him with the care of someone assessing without any need to rush toward a conclusion.

At one point Corinne rested a hand on his knee, a brief, almost casual gesture, but one that sent a sudden warmth up Warren's spine. Her hand was warm even through the fabric of his pants, her soft fingers moving slightly, a small absent pattern that could have meant everything or nothing. She didn't pull her hand back right away. She left it there for a few seconds, still talking with Desmond about some detail of their trip, as if that contact were the most natural thing in the world, as if Warren were already, in some way, part of their house. Warren stayed still, his breath a little shorter, unable to follow the thread of the conversation, all his attention gathered at that point on his knee where the warmth of her hand seemed to radiate upward, along his thigh, to a point he didn't dare even name to himself.

Toward the end of the evening, Desmond stood up and brought over a dark leather binder, which he set on the coffee table in front of Warren without opening it.

"Not tonight," Corinne said, seeing Warren's gaze settle on the object. "Tonight we just wanted you to see the house, to see us. The rest will come, if you want it, in its own time."

Warren nodded, relieved and, to his own surprise, almost disappointed at the same time. Part of him, the part that had spent weeks reading forums in the shadows of his own kitchen, would have wanted that binder opened right away. But another part, deeper, was content to stay there, on the velvet sofa, next to Corinne's warmth, feeling for the first time in years neither judged for what he was nor for what he hadn't yet become.

When it was time to leave, Corinne walked him to the door alone, while Desmond stayed in the living room to put the glasses away. On the threshold, she adjusted the collar of his coat with a slow, almost maternal gesture, and for an instant her face was closer to Warren's than it had ever been. From that close, Warren could see every detail the distance of the screen had always denied him: the small marks of time at the corners of her eyes, the soft skin of her neck, a thin vein pulsing gently beneath her ear. The scent of vanilla and cinnamon grew more intense in that brief space between their bodies, along with something warmer still, the scent of her skin warmed by the evening, which Warren would have recognized anywhere, from that moment on.

"You're more fragile than you think you are," she said quietly, without a trace of judgment in her voice. "And that, Warren, is the most precious thing you can bring in here, for me and for Desmond."

Warren drove home slowly, his hands steady on the wheel, his mind full of the image of her on the threshold, of the warmth of her body felt for one too-brief instant, of that scent that seemed to have caught in the very fibers of his coat. He couldn't say, that night, whether what he felt was closer to desire or to something that dangerously resembled love.


Chapter 4 — The Contract

The second visit to the house outside the city came two weeks after the first, on a December afternoon when the sky had stayed gray since morning. This time Corinne had invited him for a specific time, four o'clock, specifying that this meeting would be different from the last, more concrete.

When Warren arrived, he found waiting for him not the warm living room of the first time, but a small room on the ground floor he hadn't seen during his previous visit. It was furnished simply, almost austere compared to the rest of the house: a dark wood desk, two armchairs, a low bookshelf. On the desk, the leather binder Desmond had shown him without opening it two weeks before.

Corinne welcomed him alone. She wore a more understated dress than the first evening, but still fitted over her full hips, the neckline less dramatic but still present, as if she had chosen carefully how much to allow the eye on an occasion she knew to be more formal than the previous ones.

"Desmond will join us soon," she said, gesturing him toward one of the two armchairs. "But I wanted to speak with you first, alone."

She sat facing him, not behind the desk but in the other armchair, close, her knees almost brushing his. She opened the binder and took out some papers, which she set on the small table between them without showing him their contents just yet.

"Before you read anything," she said, "I want you to know one thing, and to remember it always, whatever happens afterward. There's a word. You'll use it whenever, for whatever reason, you want everything to stop. Immediately, no questions asked, without either of us taking offense or pushing back. The word is red."

She said it with an almost disarming naturalness, as if she were explaining how to use a household appliance, and this, in a way Warren couldn't quite explain to himself, put him more at ease than a more serious tone would have.

"Red," he repeated, as if to make sure he'd registered it correctly.

"Red," she confirmed. "Whatever you're doing, whatever Desmond or I are asking of you, that word stops everything instantly. It's not a failure, Warren. It's the one thing that makes everything else possible."

Warren nodded, but stayed silent for a moment, his eyes fixed on the still-closed papers on the table. Then he said, in a voice more uncertain than he would have liked:

"There's one thing I'd like to understand. My role, I mean. What exactly you expect from me. I know there are... stages, degrees. But I don't quite know where I fit, in all of this."

Corinne smiled, a slow, almost indulgent smile, and rested a hand on his knee, exactly as she had that first evening.

"I understand you want a map," she said. "It's normal, you do a job that lives on numbers and forecasts. But this, sweetheart, doesn't work that way. We'll get there gradually. One step at a time, and you'll take each step only when you're ready, not before. You don't need to worry about understanding everything today. Just know that no one here will ever ask you for anything you can't stop with a single word."

There was such maternal sweetness in Corinne's voice that Warren felt the last residue of the resistance he'd carried with him from the car dissolve. And yet, in a corner of his mind he wasn't listening to closely enough, something noted how that reassurance, true as it was in substance, hadn't actually answered his question. She hadn't told him anything about his role. She'd only told him not to worry about it.

Corinne took some photographs from the binder and laid them one at a time on the table in front of him.

"I want you to see who you're dealing with," she said, "before you sign anything."

The first photograph showed Desmond, recognizable but transformed, kneeling on a dark wood floor, head bowed, a thin collar around his neck. Warren stared at the image longer than he would have liked, surprised not so much by the scene itself as by the contrast between the elegant, composed man he'd met and that submissive figure in the photo.

"Desmond has his own way of taking part in all this," Corinne explained, noticing his gaze. "It's not always him directing. Sometimes he's the one being directed. He finds, in that, a peace he can't find anywhere else."

Another photograph showed a scene with several people, their faces covered by simple black leather masks that left only their eyes and mouths visible. Desmond appeared there too, in a corner of the image, still in a submissive posture, while other figures, indistinguishable beneath the masks, moved around him.

"These are people we trust," Corinne said, in a tone meant to be reassuring and that, in part, was. "No one here has ever been forced into anything they didn't want. The masks are there to protect people who have a life outside all this, not to hide something wrong."

Warren looked at the photographs for a long time, in silence. He felt part of himself instinctively pulling back from those images, as if they were too much, too soon for a man who, two months before, had limited himself to reading forums in secret in his own kitchen. But another part, deeper and less willing to admit itself, felt a pull he didn't yet have a name for, a desire to find out just how far that path could take him.

"You don't have to decide anything about this today," Corinne said, as if she'd read the conflict on his face. "I only showed you these images so you'd know who you're signing with, not so you'd imagine yourself in those same poses. Your path will be your own. We'll go slowly."

It was at that moment that Desmond came into the room, quietly closing the door behind him. He sat down behind the desk, no longer with the light, ironic bearing of the first evening, but with a more formal air, almost like a notary.

"So," he said, opening one last folder, "let's get to the actual contract."

The pages he showed Warren listed clauses written in language that was at once precise and gentle: the frequency of visits, limited to weekends; Warren's ability to withdraw at any time, with minimal notice but no obligation to explain; a mutual commitment to confidentiality; written confirmation of the safeword, red, as the sole tool for immediate interruption; and a broader clause, which Warren reread twice, stating that the process would be progressive, decided step by step by Corinne and Desmond, with the sole non-negotiable limit being the physical and psychological safety of everyone involved.

Warren signed at the bottom of the last page, with a pen Corinne handed him personally, her hand resting for an instant over his as the pen touched the paper, as if sealing something that went beyond the ink.

"Good," she said quietly, almost a whisper, and in that word, in that tone, Warren felt a jolt of warmth he hadn't felt even in the most intimate moments of his past relationships. He couldn't tell, as he folded his own copy of the contract and tucked it into his coat's inside pocket, whether that jolt was pride, relief, or the beginning of something much bigger and more dangerous than a simple written agreement.


Chapter 5 — The First Weekend

Warren arrived at the house outside the city on Saturday morning, with a light bag packed the night before and unpacked and repacked three times, as if its contents might somehow betray the anxiety with which he'd filled it. Corinne welcomed him at the door, alone this time, with a smile that seemed more relaxed than usual, almost conspiratorial.

"I'm in charge today," she said, without preamble, as she let him in. "Desmond already knows. You just let yourself be guided."

The house had a different feel from the previous visits. The curtains were drawn even in daylight, some lamps lit to create pools of warm light in the spots where Corinne seemed to have decided the day would unfold. When they entered the living room, Warren saw Desmond standing near the bar cart, and for an instant he didn't recognize him.

He was wearing a short black apron over a white shirt with a stiff collar, a tight bow tie at his neck. The outfit, however elegant in its cut, had something deliberately humble in its shape, like the uniform of a servant from another era. Desmond stood still, eyes lowered, hands clasped in front of him, and only when Corinne sat down on the sofa did he raise his eyes for a moment, seeking a signal that would let him move.

"Bring us something to drink," she said, in a tone that was gentle but held no hesitation whatsoever, like someone giving an order she already knows will be carried out without discussion.

Desmond moved with measured steps, poured two glasses of wine, and handed them over with a small bow that struck Warren, at first, as almost comical, only to reveal itself, watched a little longer, as strangely natural to him, as if that role fit him better than his usual elegance let on.

"It's not just a game," Corinne said, noticing Warren's puzzled look as Desmond returned to his corner, still, still waiting. "The role Desmond is wearing today doesn't just mean pouring wine or bringing appetizers. When there are guests, real guests, that role becomes something broader. Whoever serves, serves fully. Every need, not just the ones that end at the table."

She said it with a naturalness that made those words even more loaded with meaning than they would have been if spoken with emphasis. Warren looked at Desmond, who showed no reaction, as if that description of his role were something known for a long time, accepted, perhaps even desired.

"Today, though," Corinne went on, rising from the sofa and moving toward Warren with a slow motion, "the guests are just the two of us. And I want to focus on you, not on him."

She gestured to Desmond, who moved to a corner of the room near the bookshelf, staying on his feet, hands still clasped, his gaze now no longer lowered but turned toward them, with a silent attention that held nothing passive about it. It was clear he'd been asked to stay, to watch, and that this task was as much a part of the role he wore that day as the wine he'd poured.

Corinne sat down next to Warren, closer than usual, her skirt having slipped up slightly in the motion, revealing a stretch of full thigh that he made an effort not to stare at too openly.

"Want to know something about me?" she said, in a more intimate, almost confiding tone, resting a hand on his chest, over his heart, as if to feel it beating.

Warren looked at her, unsure how to respond, and she smiled, a smile that carried both melancholy and pride at once.

"I've been in menopause for a couple of years," she said, her eyes gleaming with a memory she didn't specify further. "I did some acting, for a while. Not the kind of movies you'd see at the theater downtown, let's say. A particular genre, one that taught me early on not to fear the body, mine or anyone else's. This," and she ran a hand over her full hips, over her breasts straining the dark fabric of her dress, "is what's left today. Heavier, less young. But more aware of itself, too, than I was back then."

Warren wanted to tell her he found her beautiful exactly as she was, but the words stuck in his throat, replaced by a look that, perhaps, was worth more than any sentence.

Corinne rose slowly to her feet in front of him, and with an unhurried, almost solemn gesture, lifted the hem of her dark skirt up to her waist. She wore nothing underneath. Warren felt his breath catch in his throat, his gaze rising instinctively from where it had settled to her face, seeking confirmation in those dark eyes that watched him without any shame, with the calm certainty of someone who knows exactly the effect she's producing.

"Taste me," she said quietly, in a tone that wasn't quite an order and wasn't quite a request either, something in between, gentle and firm at once.

Warren moved toward her almost without deciding to, as if pulled by a force that had stopped belonging entirely to him. From where he stood near the bookshelf, Desmond didn't take a single step, didn't say a word. He stayed watching, hands still folded in front of him, but something in his gaze, in his half-closed eyes, in the way his jaw tightened slightly, betrayed an involvement that went well beyond simple servant's oversight.

Corinne's face, in the minutes that followed, slowly changed. The calm assurance with which she'd conducted every moment of the day until then disappeared, replaced by something more vulnerable, her eyes narrowing, her head tilting back, her lips parting in a breath held and then released. One hand came down to rest in Warren's hair, not to guide him, but as if to anchor herself to something while the rest of her seemed, for the first time since they'd known each other, to partly lose the control that had always defined her.

From his corner of the room, Desmond watched without moving, his chest rising and falling a little faster than normal, his eyes fixed on his wife's face more than on any other detail, as if that spectacle, for him, weren't a humiliation to endure but a privilege granted to him only on condition that he stay still, that he claim nothing for himself.

When it was over, Corinne stood still for a moment, one hand still in Warren's hair, her breathing slowly settling, her face crossed by an expression that mixed satisfaction with an almost maternal tenderness. She bent down to kiss his forehead, a gesture whose unexpected sweetness contrasted with everything that had just happened.

"Good," she whispered, the same word she'd said to him the day of the signing, and once again Warren felt that word slip under his skin the way few other things ever had.

Desmond, from his corner, cleared his throat, a discreet, almost imperceptible sound, and asked if anyone would like more wine. Corinne laughed, a short, genuine laugh, and waved him over with the glasses, as if nothing extraordinary had just happened in the room, as if that were, by now, simply their normal.


Chapter 6 — The Film

They had dinner in the dining room, by the light of two candles Desmond had lit before disappearing into the kitchen. He brought out the plates with the same silent composure he'd kept up all day, the black apron still on, the bow tie slightly crooked after hours of service. Corinne talked with Warren as if nothing extraordinary had happened a few hours before, recounting stories about a seafood restaurant she loved in the city, laughing about a clumsy waiter who'd once spilled wine on her.

Warren ate with an appetite that surprised him, as if his body, after everything he'd been through that afternoon, had decided to urgently reclaim its most basic need. Every so often he caught Desmond's eye as he served, never sitting down at the table with them, and in that gaze he found no resentment, no discomfort, only a kind of quiet peace, like someone who has found, in his role, a place that fits him better than the elegance of his weekday self ever had.

After dinner, Corinne led him to the living room, onto the dark velvet sofa, while Desmond cleared the dining room. She took a disc from a low cabinet, slid it into a vintage player connected to a small television, and sat down next to Warren with an almost excited air, like a girl about to share an important secret.

"I want to show you something," she said. "A film I made years ago, before Desmond, before all this. It's no masterpiece, I'll tell you that right now. But it's a part of me I want you to know."

The film began without elaborate opening credits, with a fixed shot of a run-down hotel room door, the kind of room with worn carpet and lamps with yellowed shades. The plot, if you could call it that, was stripped to the bone: a woman traveling alone, played by a much younger Corinne, hair identical to today's but her body leaner, received in her room a series of men who took turns playing hotel staff, waiters bringing room service, porters handling the luggage. Each man was different from the last, in build, in the way he moved, in the timbre of his voice, but all shared a well-groomed, muscular physique, filmed by the camera with an attention that left no doubt about the genre of the film.

Warren watched the screen with a mix of embarrassment and growing fascination. Beside him, Corinne commented now and then in a light, almost fond tone, recalling details from the set, an improvised line, how hot it had been that day at the studio where they'd filmed.

Toward the end of the film, the tone shifted. A distinguished white man, in an elegant suit that clashed with the shabby hotel setting, entered the room. The other men, in a somewhat improbable but decently executed choreography, hurried to hide, some under the bed, some in the half-open closet. The distinguished man didn't notice a thing. He approached the woman on the bed and began kissing her slowly, all over her body, while the camera lingered on her face, on her half-closed eyes, on her breath growing shorter.

In the final shot, the man lifted himself up for a moment to look at her, and whispered that tonight her scent was different, more intense, as if she'd worn something he didn't recognize. She smiled, without answering, and the screen slowly darkened toward the closing credits.

Corinne turned off the television and turned to Warren, who only then noticed his own breath had gone slightly ragged, an awkward warmth rising to his cheeks and elsewhere. He tried to control himself, looking away, but Corinne noticed anyway, and instead of teasing him about it, she rested a hand on his cheek, with a gentleness that dissolved his embarrassment in an instant.

"Don't be ashamed," she said softly. "I'm glad you reacted that way. It means you really see who I am, not just who I pretend to be during the week."

She stood up, held out her hand, and led him toward the stairs. Warren followed without a word, his heart beating faster with every step, his mind still full of the images he'd just seen, mixed now with the warmth of her hand held in his.

"Does it bother you," she asked, halfway up the stairs, without stopping, "if my husband watches us, while we do it?"

Warren hesitated only a moment. "No," he answered, his voice rougher than he expected.

Corinne smiled, without fully turning around, and kept climbing. "I'm in menopause," she said, with the same disarming naturalness with which she'd talked about her own body a few hours earlier. "You don't need to worry about anything, when the moment comes. You can let go without a second thought."

The master bedroom was spacious, furnished in the same warm tones as the rest of the house, a large bed with a padded headboard and, in one corner, near the window, a dark leather armchair Corinne gestured toward.

Desmond had followed them up in silence, still in his apron, and without needing instructions he sat down in that armchair, hands resting composed on the arms, his eyes already turned toward the bed with an attention that held nothing distracted about it.

Corinne stepped back from him, near the bed, and with a slow, unhurried gesture, slipped off her dress and let it fall to the floor. Underneath she wore only a set of dark lace lingerie, chosen, it seemed, precisely to follow every curve of her full body rather than hide it. She lay down on the bed, propped on one hip, an arm supporting her head, and stayed like that, still, watching Warren with a smile in no hurry to be returned.

Warren stood frozen for a moment beside the bed, unable to move, his eyes slowly tracing her soft curves, her wide hips, her full breasts barely held by the dark lace, her pale skin turned almost golden by the lamp's warm light. He leaned down, slowly, and brought his face to the curve of her neck, breathing in her scent, the sweet vanilla he'd learned to recognize from their very first meeting, now mixed with something warmer, more intimate, the scent of her own skin.

"Come here," she said quietly, her voice low, almost a breath, one hand sliding into his hair while the other calmly undid the remaining buttons of his shirt.

He lay down beside her, his heart pounding with a force he didn't remember ever feeling, and kept kissing her along the neck, along the shoulder, lingering over every bare stretch of skin as if he feared the moment might dissolve too quickly. Corinne answered with small sighs, her head tipping back, her fingers tightening in his hair with a sudden force, then loosening again, in a rhythm that seemed to be hers alone to set.

It was she, in the end, who took charge, with the same practical, confident naturalness with which she'd led every moment since they'd met, nothing cold in the gesture, if anything a warmth that took Warren's breath away more than any hesitation could have.

From the armchair, Desmond didn't speak, didn't move except for his breathing, which grew steadily deeper. His eyes followed every movement with an intensity that made the air in the room feel denser, as if his stillness were itself a form of participation, a third body present in the scene while remaining still, distant, contained within a role he'd imposed on himself.

Warren, in Corinne's arms, gradually lost awareness of that gaze fixed on them, absorbed as he was in her warmth, in the low voice whispering words of encouragement against his ear, in the way her full, soft body pressed against his without reservation, seeking him with an abandon that seemed at once tender and hungry. The thought of being watched, instead of frightening him, seemed to ignite something deeper, as if every gesture took on a different weight knowing there was a witness.

Corinne held him close, her hands moving over his back, her face buried against his neck, murmuring his name at intervals, as if to remind him, in the midst of everything, who was holding him in her arms. Time, in that room, seemed to stretch, to expand, every minute charged with a tension that showed no sign of easing, until at last, for both of them, a moment arrived in which the world outside that room ceased to exist entirely.

When it was over, Warren lay still for a moment, disoriented, like someone surfacing from a wave bigger than he'd expected. He couldn't remember ever having felt anything like it, an intensity with no comparison to anything he'd experienced before, in none of his past relationships, in no moment of his ordinary life. It was as if something in him had, for an instant, been reset entirely, leaving room for a feeling he didn't yet know how to name.

They stayed like that for a long while in silence, Corinne stroking his hair, both their breaths slowly settling, their bodies still intertwined beneath the tangled sheets. From the armchair, Desmond rose unhurriedly, straightened his now-rumpled apron, and left the room without a word, closing the door behind him with the same quiet discretion with which he'd opened it.

"See," Corinne said, her voice thick with approaching sleep, her head resting on Warren's chest, "there's nothing in this house you need to be ashamed of."

Warren stayed awake a long while after her breathing had settled into sleep, staring at the ceiling in the dim light, wondering how much of that night had been for him, and how much, instead, had been carefully built for him to feel that way.


Chapter 7 — Corinne's Power

The week following the first weekend passed for Warren with a slowness he'd never experienced before. At the office he found himself counting the days, not consciously at first, but with an automatic calculation that surfaced in his mind every morning as soon as he woke: five days, then four, then three, like a kid waiting for a party he couldn't tell anyone about.

The thoughts caught him at the most inconvenient moments. During a meeting, while a coworker walked through quarterly projections, the image of Corinne's full curves would suddenly come back to him, her wide hips, her breasts straining the dark lace of her lingerie, and he'd have to force himself to bring his attention back to the sheet in front of him, his face heating with an embarrassment that, fortunately, no one seemed to notice.

In the evenings, he often found himself rereading the few messages they exchanged during the week, searching every word from Corinne for some deeper meaning than it probably held. She wrote to him rarely, short sentences, never anything about what had happened between them directly, as if the weekend belonged to a separate world from that of the weekdays, with its own rules, its own language.

When Friday finally came, Warren showed up at the house outside the city ten minutes early, unable to hold out any longer in his car parked a short distance away, where he'd waited watching the clock with an almost childish impatience.

It was Corinne who opened the door for him, and Warren noticed right away that something, that evening, was different. Her gaze had a harder edge than usual, not hostile, but more decisive, like someone who already knows exactly how she wants the evening to unfold.

"Come," she said, without the usual welcoming embrace. "Tonight I'll show you something important."

She led him into the living room, where Desmond was already waiting, standing near the bookshelf. Warren looked at him and felt a jolt of surprise he tried not to show too openly: Desmond was wearing, this time, a maid's dress, black, short, with a white ruffled apron and a lace cap nestled in his gray hair. The contrast between the man's strong features and that clearly feminine outfit created an effect Warren couldn't quite classify, a mix of comedy and unease that quickly dissolved into something closer to curiosity.

"Desmond," Corinne said, in a calm but unmistakable tone, "come here and lift your skirt. Warren needs to see something."

Desmond obeyed without hesitation, coming closer and lifting the hem of the black skirt up to his waist, eyes lowered, his face free of any readable expression. Warren looked, and it took him a moment before he understood what he was seeing: a small metal device, closed around Desmond's genitals, held in place by a tiny padlock hanging at a discreet point.

"It's called a chastity cage," Corinne explained, with the same naturalness she'd used to talk about her own menopause. "Desmond wears it almost all the time, has for years now. I have the key, obviously. I decide when, and if, it comes off."

Warren stared at the object, unable for a moment to form a coherent thought. It wasn't disgust he felt, but something more complex, a mix of surprise and an interest he hadn't expected.

"Would you like to try one?" Corinne asked, in a light, almost casual tone, but her eyes fixed on him with an attention that left no doubt about the importance of the question.

Warren hesitated, his mind searching for an answer that would be both honest and cautious. "I... I don't know," he said finally. "I'd never thought about it."

Corinne smiled, a smile that held both indulgence and a certain finality. "Actually," she said, "that wasn't really a question."

She didn't add anything else on that point, leaving the sentence hanging in the air with a weight Warren would think back on more than once in the days to come. Instead she turned to Desmond, and her tone shifted, becoming more practical, almost domestic.

"The bathroom and kitchen need cleaning," she said. "Go, and take Warren with you. I want him to learn, by watching."

Desmond nodded and headed toward the hallway, heels clicking lightly on the wood floor, while Warren, after an uncertain glance at Corinne who answered with an encouraging nod, followed him.

In the bathroom, Desmond knelt without needing instructions, took a cloth from a bucket left there earlier, and began wiping down the tiled floor with broad, steady motions, the skirt pulling tight over his hips with every movement. A sharp scent of lemon cleaner filled the small room, mixed with something warmer, more human, the scent of skin and light sweat rising off Desmond as he worked, bent over the floor.

"A lot of things," Desmond said, without stopping his work, his voice as calm as ever, "come out better done on your knees. It takes time to understand that. It took me years."

Warren stood by the door, watching, not sure what to say. The bathroom light, white and direct, left no room for half-shadows, illuminating every detail with an almost clinical clarity: Desmond's hands moving surely over the cloth, the muscles of his forearm tensing with each pass, the lace cap slipping slightly to one side without him stopping to fix it.

Desmond moved toward the corner of the shower, on all fours now, the cloth passing along the edge of the tub, and in the motion the skirt slid further up his hips, revealing for an instant the bare skin beneath, the small metal device still visible in the bathroom light, cold and gleaming against the skin. The black fabric of the skirt, pushed aside, also revealed the curve of his hips, fuller than Desmond's usual elegance let on, and Warren caught himself staring at that detail with an attention he couldn't explain to himself.

Warren felt a sudden heat rise to his face, an unease he couldn't immediately tell apart from embarrassment or something more unsettling, closer to an attraction he'd never considered himself capable of feeling. He looked away, then let his gaze drift back, unable to fully hold himself back, his mind clouded with sensations piling up with no clear order, his breath growing short in the air thick with lemon and that organic warmth rising off Desmond's bent body.

It was at that moment that he heard, behind him, a light rustle, and understood, an instant before turning around, that Corinne had joined them without a sound.

"C-Corinne," he stammered, spinning around, his face flushed, his voice cracking halfway through her name. "I wasn't... I didn't..."

She raised a hand, with a calm gesture that cut off any attempt at explanation. Her gaze held no reproach, no surprise. If anything, it held something like restrained satisfaction, a look that seemed to say she'd seen exactly what she expected to see.

"You don't need to worry," she said, quietly, moving toward him with a slow step. Her hands reached his belt, undid it with sure, unhurried motions, then moved down to unbutton his pants and slide them down. "Kneel too. Behind Desmond."

Warren stood frozen for a moment, his heart pounding, unable to fully make out what that request meant, what would come next, what Corinne really meant by that tone, so calm, so utterly without room for objection. The bathroom, with its white, direct light, suddenly felt smaller, the scent of lemon and warm skin growing thicker, almost tangible.

He knelt behind Desmond, feeling the cold of the tiles against his knees, the same cold he'd watched pass through Desmond's body a moment before. Desmond remained bent forward, still, waiting, while Corinne moved to the side, standing next to them, watching.

Conscious thought withdrew from him like a tide pulling back from the shore, slowly at first, then all at once, leaving exposed something that had always been there, buried beneath the surface. His hands moved before his mind decided to move them, guided by something older and simpler than language, an impulse that knew no shame or hesitation. Under Corinne's complicit gaze, he moved closer, and did what Desmond expected, what, only a few days before, he would have been ashamed even to imagine.


Chapter 8 — Monday at the Bank

Monday morning Warren showed up at the office with his usual punctuality, shirt pressed, tie knotted with care, and yet something in him, that week, moved differently than usual, like a gear slightly out of alignment with the rest of the mechanism.

He couldn't stop thinking back to the bathroom, the white tiles, the direct light that left no shadows, Desmond bent over the floor with the skirt sliding over his hips. The memory ambushed him without warning, during a call with a client, while waiting for the elevator, in the exact moment he was pouring coffee at the machine on the third floor, and every time it brought with it the same unease, the same dull shame tightening his stomach.

Certain details returned more than others, almost cut out from the rest of the scene and projected on their own, isolated, onto the surface of his mind. One look from Desmond, for instance, an instant before Corinne joined them in silence: Desmond, still bent over the edge of the tub, had lifted his eyes toward him for a moment without stopping the movement of the cloth, and in that look Warren had read something he hadn't had time to decipher then and that now, resurfacing in memory, felt loaded with precise meaning. It wasn't embarrassment, that look. It wasn't a request for complicity either. It was, if anything, a kind of silent recognition, as if Desmond had seen in him something Warren himself wasn't yet ready to admit.

Another flash came back often in the evening, before falling asleep: Desmond turning slightly, his face in profile in the white bathroom light, his lips parted in an expression that could have been strain from the awkward position, or could have been something closer to pleasure. Warren caught himself staring at that detail in his memory with the same morbid insistence with which, as a teenager, he'd lingered on certain forbidden images, and the resemblance between the two kinds of attention unsettled him more than he wanted to admit.

Then there was the exact moment their eyes had met, him standing near the door, Desmond on all fours next to the tub, and for a split second neither of them had looked away. In that brief suspended instant, Warren had had the clear sense that Desmond knew exactly what he was feeling, and that this awareness, far from bothering him, gave him a kind of quiet satisfaction. It had been Warren who looked away first, and the memory of that surrender, that yielding, now came back to him with an almost physical vividness, a warmth rising up his neck every time he thought about it, sitting at his desk, surrounded by spreadsheets he could no longer manage to read with any attention.

It wasn't so much Corinne's gesture, the unbuckled belt, the way she'd asked him to kneel, that unsettled him most of all. It was a smaller detail, harder to admit even to himself: for a few moments, in that bathroom, what he'd found exciting hadn't been his own position, but Desmond's. The way he moved, submissive, the skirt pulling tight over his full hips, the total surrender of a man who seemed to have found peace precisely in that surrender.

Warren felt guilty about this, in a confused, layered way. He felt guilty because he feared he'd disappointed Corinne, that he hadn't lived up to what she expected of him in that moment. And he felt guilty, more deeply, for having discovered in himself a desire he didn't know how to classify, one that didn't fit into any of the categories with which, until two months before, he'd ordered his own life.

Tuesday evening a message came from Corinne. Brief, as always during the week, but different in tone: I saw the way you were looking at Desmond, Saturday. Don't think it slipped past me.

Warren reread the sentence several times, the phone trembling slightly in his hand. He didn't know what to say, and for long minutes he sat staring at the screen without writing anything, searching for the words for an apology he couldn't formulate without it sounding pathetic even to himself.

In the end he wrote only: I'm sorry.

Corinne's reply came almost immediately, and it wasn't what he expected. You don't have anything to apologize for. I liked seeing it. I just wonder what you would feel, in his place.

Warren set the phone down on the table as if it had burned him, his heart pounding, an awkward warmth rising to his face even though he was alone, in the kitchen, with no one there to see him blush. He reread the message another three times over the course of the evening, and each time Corinne's question dug in a little deeper, opening up a space in his imagination he had never before dared to explore.

That night, lying in his own bed, unable to fall asleep, he caught himself imagining himself in Desmond's place: kneeling on the bathroom floor, a light skirt sliding over his hips, Corinne's gaze on him, the way she might say his name in that same patient, possessive tone she used with her husband. The image unsettled him so much that he had to get up, drink a glass of water, stand at the window for a few minutes looking out at the empty street, before he managed to calm down enough to go back to bed.

The following days passed with the same restless rhythm. Corinne sent him short, seemingly innocent messages that almost always held some small detail meant to tease him: a question about what he'd felt that evening, an observation about the way Desmond moved when serving at the table, a veiled hint at "what's coming, in time." Warren always replied with a delay of a few minutes, the time needed to calm his racing heart before writing something that wouldn't too openly betray his own unease.

At the office, during a Thursday meeting, he caught himself staring at a blank spot on the wall while his boss listed the quarter's targets, his mind elsewhere, reconstructing in minute detail Desmond's expression as he cleaned the floor, wondering whether that surrender was truly a gift, as he seemed to suggest, or something more complicated Warren still couldn't fully grasp.

He didn't talk to anyone about what he was feeling. He had no one to talk to, and maybe, even if he had, he wouldn't have found the right words. His everyday life, the bank, his coworkers, the conversations at the bar below the office, felt to him now like a scene rehearsed with care, while his real life, the one that mattered, unfolded somewhere else, in a house outside the city, in a series of short messages he read and reread with almost obsessive attention.

Friday, shortly before leaving the office, he got the last message of the week: This weekend Desmond will show you something else. Get ready.

Warren sat staring at the screen for a long moment, unable to decide whether that sentence gave him more anxiety or more desire. He knew only that, whatever Corinne had in mind, there was no turning back now, not really, not now that part of him had begun to want exactly what he feared most.


Chapter 9 — Third Weekend, Part One

The drive to the house outside the city was, that Friday, the tensest Warren had faced since he'd met Corinne and Desmond. He drove with his hands gripping the wheel, eyes fixed on the road, his mind looping on a thought he couldn't shake: what if it hadn't been an accident? What if Corinne had known, from the start, exactly what would happen when she sent him to follow Desmond into the bathroom?

Friday evening traffic was slower than usual, and Warren found himself stopped at a light for almost two minutes, the engine idling, his mind free to wander with nothing to distract it. Weekend traffic slowed the drive more than usual, and he found himself replaying every detail of that evening, looking for signs he might have missed. The way Corinne had chosen that exact moment to slip away in silence, without a sound, as if she knew exactly where to find them and what she'd see. The tone in which she'd told him to follow Desmond "to learn, by watching," a phrase that now, in hindsight, felt loaded with a double meaning he hadn't caught at the time.

The more he thought about it, the more it seemed impossible that it had all been mere chance, and this realization, instead of frightening him, filled him with an unease mixed with an excitement he struggled to control. He wondered if Corinne had planned everything from the very beginning, if even the choice of the maid's dress for Desmond, the skirt that lifted so easily during the cleaning, had been calculated exactly so that he would see precisely what he'd seen. The idea that someone had orchestrated with such precision a discovery about himself that he hadn't even known he carried within him gave him a mix of awe and a dark desire to find out just how far that direction could still push.

When he finally turned onto the residential street, the well-tended hedges sliding past the window, he noticed his hands had gone damp on the wheel, and that his breath, without his noticing, had grown short, almost labored, like before an exam he already knew he couldn't postpone.

Corinne welcomed him at the door with an expression different from usual, colder, more composed, quite unlike the warmth of the first evening. She greeted him with a brief kiss on the cheek and let him in without much small talk, as if she already had a precise path in mind for that evening, with no room for superfluous pleasantries.

They had dinner in a relative silence, Desmond serving with his usual discretion, Corinne speaking little, watching Warren with an attention that struck him as almost clinical, as if she were assessing something that still wasn't entirely clear to her. Every so often her gaze would rest on him longer than necessary, a silent examination Warren felt on his skin like a physical weight, while he tried to eat normally, to smile at the rare comments Corinne let drop about the menu or the wine. The clink of silverware against the plates felt, that evening, louder than usual, as if every sound in the room were amplified by the tension that had settled into his chest since he'd crossed the threshold.

After dinner, she invited him to sit next to her on the dark velvet sofa. Desmond stood off to one side, hands clasped, waiting.

"Do you realize what happened last week, don't you?" Corinne asked, without preamble, her tone firm, almost a reckoning.

Warren hesitated, his heart pounding. "Yes," he said finally, his voice lower than usual. "I don't know why... With a man, it had never happened to me before."

"Don't worry, it's normal," she replied, with a naturalness that left no room for doubt. "With that little feminine outfit, in that position, anyone in your place would have done the same. And Desmond liked it, didn't he, Desmond?"

Desmond, from his corner, nodded silently, without adding a word, his eyes lowered but not entirely without a light Warren couldn't fully read.

"You have to understand," Corinne went on, leaning in a few inches, her voice growing lower, more intimate, "that the conventions in this house need to be torn down. What happened between you and Desmond is normal. One day you might be in his place, and there would be nothing strange about it. But you have to get there gradually."

She paused, her eyes fixed on him, then continued, as if measuring the effect of every word before going on. "Out there," she said, "the world has taught you that certain things are for men and certain others for women, that desire only runs in one direction, that feeling pleasure in a way you didn't expect means there's something wrong with you. They're conventions, Warren. Nothing more. They exist to keep people small, predictable, manageable. In here, they mean nothing."

Warren listened without breathing, struck by the certainty with which she dismantled, one by one, the categories he'd always used to order his own life. There was something almost hypnotic in the way Corinne spoke, a calm, unstoppable cadence, as if every sentence had already been spoken dozens of times before, with other men, on other evenings identical to this one.

"I'm not asking you to understand everything right away," she added, her hand settling on his knee again, with more pressure than usual this time. "I'm only asking you to trust. To let me set the pace. You've already shown, last week, that you're ready for more than you thought. My job, now, is to help you discover just how far you can go, without fear or shame stopping you before your time."

She paused, her eyes on him, then turned to Desmond with a small gesture of her hand. Desmond nodded and left the room without a word, coming back a moment later carrying a garment box, which he handed to Corinne with the same discretion as always before returning to his spot, standing, waiting.

"Curious?" Corinne asked, the box still closed on her lap.

Warren only nodded, unable to find words, his breath grown short.

Corinne opened the box slowly, with calculated unhurriedness, like someone who knows exactly the effect she wants to achieve and is taking all the time she needs. Inside, carefully folded, was a maid's uniform, similar to the one Desmond had been wearing for weeks: black fabric, a white apron, a small lace cap resting on top.

"This is for you," she said, glancing up at him, a shadow of satisfaction in her dark eyes. "Go with Desmond. He'll help you put it on."

Warren sat frozen for a moment, unable to react, his mind unable to form any objection or question. Then, without a word, he stood and followed Desmond out of the room, down the hallway leading to the bedrooms.

Walking behind him, he felt a strange excitement, hard to name, rising through his body along with an equally strong embarrassment. He didn't know which unsettled him more: the fact that he was about to put on that outfit, or the realization, by now undeniable, that part of him couldn't wait to find out what it would feel like.


Chapter 10 — Third Weekend, Part Two

Desmond led him to one of the upstairs rooms, smaller than the others, furnished with a large mirror propped against the wall and a small table on which several items were already laid out with almost surgical order: a razor, sweet-scented shaving cream, a small makeup case.

"Hair first," Desmond said, with the same steadiness as always, gesturing for him to sit on a stool in front of the mirror. "Corinne prefers it that way. I'll show you, if you want. I've learned over the years."

Warren sat down, his heart pounding, a mix of embarrassment and curiosity making it hard to stay still. Desmond knelt in front of him with the same naturalness he brought to every other task, poured a little of the sweet-scented cream onto his palm and began spreading it carefully over Warren's legs, then his arms, working with slow, precise motions that had little haste and a great deal of practiced ritual.

"It feels strange at first," Desmond said, drawing the razor slowly along Warren's calf, careful not to hurt him. "Then you get used to it. There's something in this that helps you let go of the rest. Less hair, less armor. Fewer ways to hide behind who you were before you came in here."

Warren stayed silent, watching in the mirror as his own reflection slowly changed under Desmond's hands, the skin re-emerging smooth where it never had been before. He felt a strange tingling, not unpleasant, every time the razor uncovered a new stretch of skin, as if every pass carried away, along with the hair, a piece of his usual image.

When he'd finished with the legs and arms, Desmond moved behind him and arranged his hair with a comb, gathering it just enough to leave the neck bare. Then he opened the makeup case and began working on Warren's face with the same quiet care, applying a light foundation, blending a pale shadow over the eyelids, finally tracing a thin veil of lipstick that made his lips look fuller than Warren had ever seen them.

"Don't move," Desmond said, his voice low, focused, as he defined the line of his eyes with a small brush. "Almost done."

Warren watched his own face transform in the mirror with a feeling hard to put into words, a mix of strangeness and a strange, unexpected beauty he'd never imagined he could recognize in himself. The makeup softened his features, made them gentler, almost ambiguous, and when Desmond stepped back to let him see better, Warren stood speechless for a long moment, unable to look away from that new version of himself staring back at him from the mirror.

"Now the uniform," Desmond said, taking the folded black fabric from the garment box.

He helped Warren into the skirt, fastened the small buttons at the back of the bodice, arranged the ruffled white apron around his waist. His hands were steady, professional, free of any ambiguity in their motion, and yet Warren felt every touch as something charged, meaningful, a contact that warmed his skin despite the neutrality with which it was offered.

When he was fully dressed, the lace cap resting on his gathered hair, Desmond stepped back and looked at him with an expression that, for the first time, betrayed a shadow of pride.

"You're ready," he said simply.

They went downstairs together, Warren walking with an unsteady step, unused to the skirt brushing against his shaved legs, to the light weight of the makeup on his face, to the strange, new sensation of being, in some way, someone else.

Corinne was waiting for them in the living room, sitting on the sofa, a glass of wine in hand. When she saw him come in, her eyes lit up with a satisfaction she made no effort to hide.

"Look at you," she said, setting down her glass and rising to approach him. She walked slowly around him, taking him in from every side, then lifted his chin with two fingers, studying the makeup with the attention of someone assessing a nearly finished piece of work. "The eyebrows could have been done better, Desmond, but for a first time it's more than acceptable."

She fixed a lock of hair that had slipped free of the cap, then rested her hands on his shoulders, correcting his posture with a firm gesture. "Chin up, not too high. Hands in front, like this, never in your pockets, never crossed over your chest. It needs grace, not rigidity."

Warren adjusted himself, feeling his own body take on a posture that had never belonged to him before, and yet, in a way he couldn't explain, didn't feel entirely foreign to him either.

"For tonight," Corinne said, sitting back down, "I just want you to serve us the rest of the wine. Nothing more. A small step, to start feeling what it's like on the other side."

Warren moved toward the bar cart, aware of both their eyes on him, the rustle of the skirt with every step, his balance unsteady on feet unused to that posture. He poured the wine with hands that trembled slightly, and when he handed the glass to Corinne, she took it from him with a slow smile, her fingers brushing his a moment longer than necessary.

"Good," she said. "Very good."

She turned then toward Desmond, who had stood off to one side watching the scene with a composed, almost fatherly expression. For an instant, their eyes met over Corinne's head, Warren's and Desmond's, and in that brief silent exchange Warren thought he recognized something like solidarity, a mutual recognition between two people who now shared the same kind of surrender.

"That's enough for tonight," Corinne said finally, setting down her empty glass. "Go take off the uniform, if you want. Or keep it on, if you like it that way."

Warren stood undecided for a moment, surprised to discover that part of him would, that evening, have preferred not to take it off at all.

"Something else," Corinne added, as if she'd only just remembered, rising from the sofa. "Tonight you'll sleep in the servants' room. With Desmond."

Warren looked at her, surprised, unable to fully hide his astonishment on a face now made more legible by the light makeup. He hadn't expected it, not that evening, not that way, but something in Corinne's voice left no room for questions, and he simply nodded.

The servants' room, upstairs, was small and plain, very different from the rest of the house: two twin beds separated by a nightstand, the sheets pulled tight with military precision, a narrow window through which the light of the streetlamps barely filtered in. Desmond, still in his maid's outfit, got ready for the night without a word, turning off the light as soon as they were both in bed.

Warren lay on his back, eyes open in the dark, unable to fall asleep. The skirt, which he'd chosen to keep on, wrapped around his legs in a way he still wasn't used to, and underneath, as he'd been told without much explanation before coming upstairs, he wore nothing at all, exactly like Desmond. He stared at the ceiling, listening to the steady breathing of his roommate in the bed beside him, wondering whether he too was really asleep or whether, like him, he was only pretending.

Maybe half an hour passed, maybe more, in that tense half-sleep, his body rigid beneath the sheets, his mind unable to settle. It was then that he heard, in the dark, a soft rustle of sheets being moved, and understood that Desmond had gotten up from his own bed without a sound.

He said nothing. He didn't move. The darkness of the room had, in the meantime, grown denser, more intimate, and every small sound, the creak of the mattress, Desmond's breathing drawing closer, seemed amplified by that near-total silence. He felt the mattress give slightly at his side, the warmth of another body making its way beneath the sheets, and for an instant he hung suspended on that thin threshold between waking and something he still didn't know how to name, his heart pounding against his ribs while every rational thought grew more and more distant, harder to hold onto.

Then he felt Desmond's fingers lift the hem of the skirt, gently, and right after, very close, Desmond's warm breath, right there.


Chapter 11 — The Waking

Warren woke to the gray light of dawn barely filtering through the narrow window of the servants' room. For an instant, still half-asleep, he couldn't place where he was, then the weight of an arm across his chest brought the memory back all at once: Desmond was still asleep beside him, his body pressed against his, an embrace that neither of them, in their sleep, had let go of during the night.

He lay still for a long moment, listening to Desmond's steady breathing against his shoulder, trying to sort through thoughts still foggy with sleep. In his mouth he noticed a strange taste, one he couldn't immediately place, something faintly salty mixed with a warmer, almost sweet aftertaste. He would have expected disgust, or at least some instinctive urge to recoil. Instead, to his own surprise, he felt nothing of the sort. The taste, foreign as it was, didn't bother him, and that discovery left him more unsettled than the taste itself.

Desmond stirred slightly, opening his eyes, and for a moment the two of them lay looking at each other from close range, saying nothing. There was no obvious embarrassment in Desmond's gaze, only a quiet calm, like someone who has already been through this kind of morning many times before.

"Morning," Desmond said simply, sitting up on the edge of the narrow bed and stretching naturally, as if nothing extraordinary had happened during the night.

Warren mumbled an equally simple greeting, unable to find more elaborate words, and the two of them got ready for the day in a silence that held nothing tense about it, almost companionable, a tacit agreement not to comment on what had happened, to let it slide into the day beginning without weighing it down with too many questions.

They went downstairs together to the kitchen, where Corinne was already waiting for them, awake, a steaming cup of coffee in her hands, sitting at the table with the air of someone who's slept well and is savoring the first quiet of Sunday morning. She watched them come in, her gaze moving from one to the other with an attention that struck Warren, this time, as less clinical and more maternal, almost affectionate.

"Did you two sleep well?" she asked, a hint of a smile at the corners of her mouth, without asking anything further, without expecting details that neither of them, in any case, seemed inclined to offer on their own.

"Fine," Warren answered, his voice still thick with sleep, and Corinne nodded, satisfied, as if that single word already contained everything she needed to know.

They had breakfast together, a more relaxed moment compared to the tension of the evening before, Corinne returning to a warmer, almost maternal tone, asking Warren how he'd felt wearing the uniform, whether the makeup had irritated his skin, small practical questions that had the power to normalize, in Warren's eyes, everything that had happened over the past twenty-four hours.

When she finished her coffee, Corinne stood up from the table, pulled her robe tighter around her full hips, and paused for a moment on the kitchen threshold, turning to the two men still seated.

"Girls," she said, in a tone suddenly commanding that left no room for argument, "I'm going up to get dressed. Clean up the kitchen properly and tidy the house. It needs to be spotless before I come back down. Or else."

With that she vanished up the stairs without waiting for a reply, leaving Warren staring at his empty cup with a mix of surprise and an obedience that came to him naturally before he could even question why.

"Come on," Desmond said, standing and taking two clean aprons from the pantry, handing one to Warren without further comment. "Better not keep her waiting. I'll wash, you dry and put away. Then we'll split the rest of the house."

They worked side by side for nearly an hour, Warren still moving clumsily among the kitchen cabinets, trying to imitate the almost military precision with which Desmond scrubbed the stovetop, put away the dishes, wiped down the counters without leaving the slightest trace. There was something strangely soothing in that shared work, a simple rhythm that asked for nothing but attention and repetition, and Warren found himself discovering in that task a subtle pleasure, different from any other sensation he'd felt in the house up to that point.

"Don't think about it too much," Desmond said at one point, noticing Warren's thoughtful expression as he polished a glass. "At first you always wonder if it's right to obey so easily. Then you stop asking yourself the question, and you discover that the ease itself is the answer."

They moved on to the rest of the house, dusting the shelves in the living room, running the vacuum over the rugs, arranging the cushions on the dark velvet sofa with the care of someone who knows every detail will be checked. Warren worked with growing, almost obsessive attention, as if the fear of Corinne's reaction, however jokingly threatened, were still enough to make him diligent beyond what was necessary.

When Corinne reappeared, dressed and carefully styled, she walked through the rooms with the look of someone inspecting a finished job, running a finger over surfaces, checking the most hidden corners. At the end of her tour she nodded, satisfied.

"Good job, both of you," she said, a smile returning that was once again the warm, maternal one from their first visits. "See? It wasn't so hard, was it."

After breakfast, while Corinne went upstairs to get dressed, Warren found himself alone with Desmond in the kitchen, washing the cups. It was Desmond, this time, who broke the silence.

"You're probably wondering why I do all this," he said, without turning around, his hands submerged in the hot water of the sink. "Why a man like me, who spent an entire life building a certain image, throws it away every weekend to put on an apron and kneel on floors."

Warren didn't answer, but stayed to listen, sensing that Desmond, for the first time, was about to share something deeper than he ever had before.

"I spent forty years having to control everything," Desmond went on, "work, image, money, decisions. Here, with Corinne, I don't have to control anything. I can simply be what I am the moment I stop having to be someone else. It's not humiliation, Warren. Or rather, it is, but it's a humiliation I chose, and it gives back more than it takes."

Warren nodded slowly, sensing that those words, in some way, spoke of him too, of the weeks spent wondering what he was really looking for in that house, so far from his ordinary life.

Sunday passed with the same peaceful slowness, a light lunch, a short walk in the back garden, few words exchanged as the afternoon slid toward evening. When it was time to head home, Corinne walked him to the door with the same maternal warmth as the first evening, the farewell replacing entirely the coldness she'd shown at the start of the weekend.

"Come back next week," she said, straightening his coat collar as always. "You've made huge strides, Warren. I'm proud of you."

Driving home, in the darkness falling fast over the country road, Warren realized how much his sense of himself had changed in the span of a few weeks. The man who three Fridays before had crossed that threshold for the first time no longer felt like the same one now heading back to the city. He didn't yet know whether that change was a discovery or a loss, whether he was becoming freer or simply more willing to let himself be shaped by hands that weren't his own.

He thought about the taste that had still lingered faintly at the back of his mouth that morning, about the ease with which he'd knelt on the bathroom floor, about the almost frightening naturalness with which his body had learned to respond to Corinne's voice, to Desmond's hands, to a role he wouldn't have been able to name three weekends before. He thought, too, about the word he still hadn't used, the one that could have stopped everything at any moment, and about how far, exactly, that unused word now sat from anything he actually wanted.

He knew only that, whatever it was, he had no intention at all of stopping.


Chapter 12 — Wendy

The drive to the house outside the city, that Friday, was marked by a different kind of unease than the previous weeks. Warren couldn't shake the feeling that something, that weekend, would be different, bigger than anything he'd managed to handle so far. He hadn't received any particular instructions in that week's messages, only a brief See you Friday, as always, and yet that apparent normalcy struck him, for that very reason, as suspicious.

He thought back, for the umpteenth time, to how much his life had changed in the span of a month. At the office that week, he'd caught himself more than once looking at his coworkers with an almost amused detachment, as if watching a world he belonged to less and less, a world of meetings and quarterly projections that now felt like a costume worn out of habit more than necessity. Real life, the one that mattered, began on Friday evening, in a house outside the city where every weekend seemed to push him one step further past the limit of the weekend before.

When he arrived, it was Corinne herself who opened the door, and her look, that evening, carried a new tension, an electric energy he'd never seen on her before.

"Get dressed right away," she said, not even letting him fully in, practically pushing him toward the stairs. "We don't have much time. A guest is about to arrive."

Warren rushed up to the servants' room, his heart pounding with surprise at that abrupt welcome, so different from the usual ritual greeting. He found Desmond already there, pulling the black uniform with the white apron out of the closet, his movements quick but controlled, with no trace of agitation.

"We need to hurry," Desmond said, handing him the dress. "He'll be here soon."

"Who's coming?" Warren asked, pulling on the skirt with still-clumsy fingers, his mind racing through different scenarios, none of which struck him as reassuring.

"Akim," Desmond answered, with the same utter lack of emotion he might have used to announce a plumber's arrival. "Corinne's lover."

Warren froze for a moment, his pants half on, unable to process that information right away. "Her lover," he repeated, as if to make sure he'd understood correctly.

"Yes," Desmond said, helping him fasten the buttons on the back of the bodice with quick, efficient motions. "A former basketball player, he used to play center for a team out of Harlem, one of those groups that toured arenas putting on a show more than playing real competitive ball. Tall, imposing. He comes by often, whenever Corinne wants him to."

Warren stared at him, the skirt now on, the lace cap still in his hand. "But aren't you jealous?" he asked, his voice unsteady, unable to hold back the question that struck him as the most obvious in the world.

Desmond paused for a moment, his eyes meeting Warren's in the mirror in front of them, and for the first time that evening a shadow of something, maybe a deeper thought, crossed his face before disappearing again behind his usual calm.

"When you see him, you'll understand that jealousy doesn't make sense," he said, going back to arranging Warren's hair under the cap. "Jealousy comes from the fear of losing someone, of not measuring up to the other person. Between me and Akim there's no doubt at all about who Corinne would choose, if she had to choose. And that's exactly why there's nothing to fear. You choose to stay every day, not because there's no alternative, but despite the alternatives."

Warren didn't know how to respond to a philosophy so lucid and so foreign to everything he'd been taught about relationships, and he stayed silent for a moment while Desmond finished arranging the apron around his waist.

"You know," Desmond went on, in a lighter tone, almost like a conversation between friends, "I think you should get yourself a little cage, like mine."

Warren looked at him in the mirror, caught off guard by that suggestion coming out of nowhere. "Does it hurt?" he asked, his voice betraying an apprehension he couldn't fully hide.

"Sometimes," Desmond answered, with the same practical honesty he used to talk about everything else. "The first few days, especially, when your body hasn't gotten used to it yet. But it's a pain you learn to read differently. It helps keep the arousal going longer, instead of releasing it and losing it right away. And it makes you more docile, Warren. Much more docile. When you can no longer decide for yourself when and how, you learn to let someone else decide. It's freeing, more than you can imagine right now."

Warren stayed silent, his mind crowding with conflicting thoughts, unable to say whether that prospect scared him or drew him in, maybe both at once, in a measure he couldn't yet gauge.

"You don't have to decide now," Desmond added, noticing his hesitation, and closing the last button on the bodice with a final gesture. "But think about it. Corinne's just waiting for you to ask her."

With that he signaled that they were ready, and they went down the stairs together to the living room, where Corinne was waiting for them standing up, a dark red dress fitted over her full hips, her face serious, focused, without the maternal warmth Warren had come to associate with her.

"Warren," she said, as soon as she saw him come in, "from now on, in this house, you'll be referred to in the feminine. From now on you're Wendy."

Warren stood frozen, the news landing with a coldness that left no room for argument, while something inside him, surprisingly, didn't rebel against that name at all, as if some hidden part of him had already been waiting for it.

"I've had a feminine name for a while too," Desmond said, a faint smile at the corners of his mouth. "I'm Daisy."

Corinne nodded, then her tone grew even firmer. "A guest of mine is about to arrive. You'll obey him just as you would me. If he asks you for something, you do it. Understood?"

Daisy smiled, almost amused, an expression that betrayed a long familiarity with that dynamic. Wendy, as she was now called, nodded in turn, but with far less conviction, her heart pounding with the anxiety of discovering what that evening had in store.

The sound of a powerful engine came from the driveway a few minutes later, and Corinne, with a sudden smile that lit up her face with an almost festive anticipation, gestured for Wendy to go open the door.

Wendy moved toward the entrance with unsteady steps, the skirt rustling around her shaved legs, and when she opened the door she found herself facing a mountain of a man, very tall, African American, built like someone who had played basketball at a high level for many years, his broad shoulders nearly filling the doorframe. His smile, wide and magnetic, showed a row of perfect, gleaming teeth in the porch light, an expression that conveyed both confidence and good-natured amusement.

Wendy was struck by that imposing physical presence, unable for a moment to look away, and for a reason she couldn't explain to herself she found herself giving an odd little bow, lifting the hem of her skirt slightly, a gesture no one had taught her but that came almost naturally, as if her body had anticipated something her mind hadn't yet decided.

Corinne, who had joined them at the door, immediately noticed that lingering look from Wendy, and a mix of jealousy and amusement crossed her face before she stepped forward, moving past Wendy with a decisive stride, to throw her arms around Akim's neck and kiss him fully on the mouth, without a trace of shyness.

"This is Wendy," she said then, turning to him with a smile that left no doubt about who, in that house, still firmly held the reins of everything. "Our new maid."


Chapter 13 — Dinner

They had dinner in the large dining room, usually reserved for more formal occasions, with Akim seated at the head of the table next to Corinne, his physical presence seeming to fill the room more than his actual size would justify. Wendy and Daisy took turns serving, moving between the kitchen and the dining room with the quiet discipline they'd by now learned, while Akim talked with Corinne with the ease of someone who'd known that house for years, laughing at stories the other two couldn't fully follow, hinting at past episodes with an intimacy that tightened Wendy's stomach in a way she couldn't quite define.

It was Akim who spoke to her directly first, partway through dinner, raising his empty glass without even turning to look at her. "Another," he said, his tone with no unnecessary courtesy, like someone used to being served without having to ask nicely.

Wendy hurried to pour him wine, her hands trembling slightly under his gaze, which lingered on her a moment longer than necessary as she did it, an attention that held none of Corinne's patient gentleness or Desmond's calm.

"Faster, next time," Akim said, without raising his voice, but in a tone that allowed no argument. "I don't like waiting."

Wendy nodded, a flush rising to her face, a mix of humiliation and something more confused she couldn't quite tell apart. She noticed, out of the corner of her eye, that Daisy took similar remarks with total calm, almost with a subtle pleasure, as if Akim's harshness were for her a familiar variation on a game she already knew, while for Wendy it remained an unsettling, still-new territory.

Corinne watched the scene with an expression Wendy couldn't fully read: there was no obvious jealousy in her eyes as Akim rested a hand for a moment on Wendy's thigh, correcting her posture with a sharp, impersonal touch, and yet something in that unspoken moment seemed measured with precision, as if Corinne were watching not so much the gesture itself as Wendy's reaction to it.

And it was precisely that reaction that unsettled Wendy more than anything else that evening. Watching Corinne and Akim exchange glances charged with an intimacy she couldn't share, she felt a pang that resembled jealousy, a childish desire to be, for once, at the center of Corinne's attention, not relegated to the role of silent servant while another man took that place. But as soon as she caught herself watching Akim more closely, she noticed, with even deeper unease, that the same pang, the same jealousy, seemed to run through her toward him too, as if some part of her wanted, with equal intensity, to be at the center of Akim's attention, not just Corinne's.

She couldn't put a name to that double, contradictory feeling, which left her more disoriented than any physical task had ever done. She tried to shake it off by focusing on her work, pouring the wine, clearing the empty plates, but every time Akim's gaze landed on her, even just for a brief order, she felt that same confusion resurface, more insistent than before.

Toward the end of dinner, Akim asked Daisy to bring him a cigar from the cabinet in the living room, and when she took a few seconds too long to find it, his tone hardened further. "I said now," he said, without raising his voice but with an authority that left no room for argument. "Don't make me repeat myself."

Daisy hurried, bowing over herself with a submission that struck Wendy as almost theatrical, it flowed so smoothly, seemed so much a part of her already. Corinne, for her part, watched it all with a small smile at the corners of her mouth, a silent approval of the harshness with which Akim handled the two servants, as if that severity were exactly what she expected from him, perhaps even the very reason she'd invited him.

It was that same reaction that made Corinne set down her fork with a small clink against her plate.

"Wendy," she said, her tone suddenly serious, without a trace of lightness. "Come here."

Wendy came closer, her heart pounding, the skirt rustling around her legs with every unsteady step.

"I saw you," Corinne went on, her voice low but firm, her eyes never leaving Wendy's face. "The way you were looking at Akim while you poured the wine. That's not your place, tonight. Your place is to serve, not to want what isn't yours. Not yet, at least."

"I'm sorry," Wendy stammered, her face on fire, unable to hold Corinne's gaze for more than a few seconds.

It was Akim, with a smile that promised nothing reassuring, who spoke up. "I could handle it," he said, setting his napkin down beside his plate with calm. "I've got a method that's always worked well with Daisy, in the past. A good, thorough punishment or two, the kind you remember for a while."

At those words, Daisy smiled, an expression that betrayed more excitement than fear, and instinctively brought both hands behind herself, covering the hem of her skirt, a gesture that may have been meant to look modest but only made the memory of what those punishments had meant to her all the more visible.

Corinne burst out laughing, a full, genuine laugh that eased the tension at the table for a moment. "You've got precious little to cover, Daisy dear," she said, still laughing. "If I remember right, you loved those punishments. More than you wanted to admit, at the time."

Daisy didn't deny it, lowering her eyes with an expression that mixed embarrassment with barely restrained pleasure, while Wendy watched the scene without knowing quite what to feel, her own fate that evening still hanging between Corinne's and Akim's words.

"Not tonight," Corinne said finally, turning to Akim, a shadow of promise in her voice. "Tonight I want Wendy awake, thinking about what she did. The punishment can wait for next time."

Wendy nodded, a mix of relief and, to her own bewilderment, a pinch of disappointment she couldn't explain to herself.

When dinner ended, Corinne rose from the table and stretched with a slow, sensual motion, her eyes sparkling with an anticipation she made no effort to hide.

"You two," she said, addressing Wendy and Daisy without even fully turning around, "go to sleep in the servants' room. Akim and I need to be alone tonight."

Wendy felt a sudden hollowness in her stomach, an exclusion she hadn't expected to feel so intensely. She followed Daisy in silence down the hallway, toward the servants' room at the end of the floor, glancing back one last time toward the dining room, where Corinne was already drawing close to Akim with an abandon that struck Wendy, in that instant, as unbearable to watch.

In the servants' room, lying on their respective beds in the dark, they stayed quiet for a while, listening to the muffled sounds filtering through the thin wall separating them from the master bedroom. It was Wendy, unable to hold back her curiosity, who broke the silence.

"What do you think they're doing right now?" she asked, her voice low, almost a whisper in the dark of the room.

Daisy laughed quietly. "From the sound of the bed, the creaking, there's not much to imagine," she answered, in a tone that betrayed long experience with nights like this. "You'll see, tomorrow morning they'll both be nicer to us. It always happens that way."

A long moment of silence followed those words, broken only by the rustle of shifting sheets. Wendy felt her own bed give slightly, and before she could react, Daisy had already moved closer, her back curling against Wendy's chest, seeking the warmth of her body in the dark.

"You don't have your cage yet," Daisy whispered, her voice heavy with a desire she made no effort to hide. "Please. I want it."

Wendy didn't need to be asked twice. Her mind, for an instant, overlapped with the image of Akim in the other room, that rough confidence with which he'd given orders all evening, and she reached out and took hold of Daisy's hips, letting the rest of the night unfold at the slow, quiet pace of that dark room, far from anyone's eyes.


Chapter 14 — The Big Bathroom

Wendy woke to the soft morning light filtering through the narrow window, Daisy's body still pressed against her own, their arms still tangled from sleep just as they had been the night before. She lay still for a moment, listening to Daisy's steady breathing against her shoulder, the warmth of that contact feeling, that morning, less strange than it had the night before.

Daisy stirred, opening her eyes, and smiled to find Wendy already awake beside her. "Morning," she said, her voice still thick with sleep, making no move to break the embrace.

"Morning," Wendy answered, returning the smile, feeling a new closeness she hadn't felt even the night before, when everything had still been charged with awkwardness and surprise.

They stayed like that for a while, chatting quietly in the narrow bed, thinking back over the night just passed. Every so often Daisy laughed, remembering some detail, an awkward gesture from Wendy, a sigh that had slipped out without meaning to, and Wendy found herself laughing along, surprised at how natural that shared intimacy now felt.

"Did you hear Corinne, last night?" Wendy asked, at one point, remembering the muffled sounds that had filtered through the thin wall.

Daisy nodded, a knowing little smile on her lips. "Same notes as always, with Akim," she said. "He's generous, when he wants to be. She gets loud mostly toward the end, a crescendo I know by heart by now."

Wendy laughed softly, then fell quiet for a moment, a thought that had been circling in her head for days coming back to her. "You told me I should get the little cage," she said, her voice lower, almost shy. "I've been thinking about it, these past few days. But I still don't quite know what to expect."

Daisy propped herself up on one elbow, looking at her with a more serious expression, less playful than a moment before. "It's strange at first," she said. "You forget what it's like to walk without feeling that weight, that constraint. But then, after a few days, you start to feel it as an extension of yourself, not an obstacle. Corinne always picks the right moment to take it off, never at random. And it's exactly the waiting, that kind of hunger that builds up, that makes everything more intense once the moment finally comes."

Wendy listened carefully, a mix of apprehension and curiosity she couldn't fully settle. "And if I asked her to try it?" she asked, almost under her breath. "Do you think she'd say yes right away?"

Daisy smiled, stroking her cheek with an affectionate gesture. "Corinne's just waiting for you to ask her, with conviction," she said. "She can feel it, when you're ready. No need to rush things. But if you want my advice, ask her today. The longer you wait, the more the doubt will pull you back."

It was Corinne's call from downstairs that interrupted the conversation, her voice announcing the morning's chores with her usual briskness.

"Sleepyheads," Corinne called, her voice carrying up the stairs with a tone somewhere between scolding and good humor. "What are you two planning, staying in bed all day? The house needs a proper cleaning. Daisy, you take the kitchen. Wendy, start on the big bathroom upstairs. Hurry up."

*

Downstairs, as Daisy had predicted, Corinne and Akim came down to breakfast with a relaxed air, almost cheerful, quite unlike the formal tension of the evening before. Corinne handed out the day's tasks with her usual practical ease: Daisy would clean the kitchen, Wendy would take the big bathroom on the upper floor.

Wendy went upstairs with the bucket and cleaning supplies, still groggy from too little sleep, the memory of the night with Daisy coming back to her in flashes with a warmth she hadn't yet had time to fully process. She started cleaning at the sink, wiping a sponge along the ceramic edges, when she heard the door open behind her.

It was Akim, his imposing frame nearly filling the doorway. "Floors get cleaned on your knees," he said, without preamble, the same tone he'd used the night before at dinner, with not a trace of hesitation. "Hands on the cloth. Show me you know how to work."

Wendy paused for a moment before obeying, struck once again by how imposing he looked up close, in a small space like the bathroom. He wore only a light t-shirt and a pair of shorts, and Wendy noticed, with a curiosity she couldn't quite explain to herself, his bare feet resting on the tile, large, well-proportioned to the rest of his body, and his hands hanging at his sides, equally large, the long fingers looking like they could wrap fully around anything they grasped. She caught herself giving him a shy smile that slipped out before she could hold it back, and Akim returned it with a barely perceptible nod, as if he'd noticed that look and was, in some way, pleased by it.

Wendy obeyed, setting down the bucket and kneeling on the cold tile, beginning to run the cloth in broad motions, just as she'd seen Desmond do so many times. She heard, almost right away, the light sound of footsteps, and understood that Corinne had joined them, stopping in the doorway to watch.

Moving across the floor, her skirt slid further up her hips, and she felt the exact same sensation she'd felt watching Desmond weeks before: the cool bathroom air brushing bare skin, the sudden exposure leaving her both vulnerable and, to her own astonishment, run through with a shiver that wasn't only discomfort.

Corinne came closer to Akim and whispered something in his ear, too quiet for Wendy to make out the words, then came forward herself, bending down to Wendy and stroking her head with an unexpected gentleness, her fingers moving through Wendy's hair with the same maternal care as their first visits.

Akim knelt behind her, and Wendy felt his large hands settle on her hips, firm, sure, without a trace of hesitation. Her heart pounded, a mix of fear and something darker she still didn't know how to name, and for an instant she felt the word rise in her throat, ready to come out.

Corinne, as if she'd sensed that inner stirring even before it showed, leaned in closer, her voice low and steady. "Wendy," she said, "Akim's behind you. You know what he's about to do, don't you?"

Wendy nodded, her breath short.

"Do you want me to stop him?" Corinne asked, no hurry at all in her voice, her eyes searching Wendy's face for any hint of a lie.

Wendy shook her head, a small but decisive motion.

"Good girl," Corinne murmured, a smile spreading across her face, her hand still stroking Wendy's hair. "Don't worry, I'm right here. You just need to relax and let him."

Wendy closed her eyes, letting the tension slip from her shoulders, her body giving way beneath Akim's steady hands and Corinne's constant caress above her.

*

When Akim had left, the house fell quiet again, and Corinne stayed a moment longer beside Wendy, still stroking her hair with the same gentleness as before, her face close to her ear.

"You were wonderful," she whispered, her voice full of a warmth that melted away any lingering tension in Wendy in an instant. "That was your first time, wasn't it?"

"Y... yes," Wendy answered, her voice still unsteady, her breath not yet fully settled.

Corinne kissed her forehead with a slow gesture, then stood up, smoothing the hem of her own skirt with a natural motion, as if nothing extraordinary had just happened in that room.

"Now finish up," she said, already turning toward the door. "This bathroom needs to shine."


Chapter 15 — What Daisy Knows

Wendy was still on her knees on the floor of the big bathroom, cloth in hand, when the door opened and Daisy poked her head in with a knowing smile.

"Hey," she said, coming in and closing the door behind her. "Downstairs, Corinne and Akim are talking about you. Sounds like Akim had quite a good time. Let me see."

Wendy hesitated a moment, then lifted her skirt, showing herself with a mix of embarrassment and a trust she now felt naturally toward Daisy.

"I see," Daisy said, bending down to look with a practical attention, free of any morbid curiosity. "Akim's got big hands, big feet, and... it shows. It'll close up soon, but it needs some cream. Does it hurt?"

"A little," Wendy admitted, letting the skirt fall back down.

"It took me a while to get used to it," Daisy said, sitting down on the edge of the tub with a sigh. "At first Corinne got really turned on whenever Akim did it, she'd watch me for hours afterward, pamper me the way she did with you this morning. Then she started with the chats, the sites, looking for something new. I got pushed aside, the way it's happening now."

Wendy stared at her, surprised by those words spoken so naturally. "So I'm not the only one she's ever brought here?"

Daisy laughed, a short laugh with no apparent bitterness. "Please. Corinne loves the beginning. The discovery, the novelty, the moment someone puts their trust in her for the first time. Then, over time, she gets bored. I stay because I'm the husband, I've got the money, the house. If it weren't for that, I'd probably be the one to disappear too."

Wendy felt a sudden weight settle in her stomach, a doubt surfacing for the first time with a clarity she'd never had before. "And then?" she asked, her voice lower. "What happens, when she gets bored?"

"Nothing bad," Daisy answered, with a shrug that was meant to be reassuring and wasn't entirely. "She passes them on."

"Passes them on?" Wendy repeated, the phrase sounding strange in her mouth, heavy with a meaning she still couldn't quite grasp.

Daisy nodded, her gaze turning more serious for a moment, less light than the rest of what she'd said. "She doesn't abandon them, if that's what you're afraid of. She introduces them to others, people she picks carefully herself, and little by little she pulls back, letting someone else take over. She always says it's a gift, a way to let someone who's already given everything they could keep growing. But me, after so many years of watching her do it, I've learned to recognize the moment she starts getting tired. It's a small change, almost imperceptible, but I always see it."

Wendy stayed quiet, the cloth still clutched in her hand, her mind racing back over every look, every word from Corinne over the past few weeks, searching each one for a sign that would confirm or deny what Daisy had just confided in her.

"With me," Wendy asked finally, "has she already started?"

Daisy looked at her for a long moment, an expression that was both affection and a kind of tired resignation. "I don't know yet," she said. "With you it's different, in a way I can't quite explain. She's holding onto you tighter than I've ever seen her hold onto anyone, from what I've seen. But that's exactly why," she added, lowering her voice as if she were afraid of being overheard even in that empty room, "I do think about it, sometimes. That maybe, with you, she's just taking longer than usual to reach the same ending."

They sat in silence for a moment, then Daisy shook herself, as if she'd decided to leave that thought hanging for now. "Let me help you finish the bathroom," she said, standing up from the edge of the tub. "We need to hurry, because guests are about to arrive."

"Guests?" Wendy asked, her brow furrowing. "What guests?"

"Akim always invites his friends over, usually old teammates," Daisy explained, grabbing another cloth and starting to help with the fixtures. "They eat here, hang out by the pool. And if they're in the mood..."

Wendy felt a knot of worry tighten in her stomach. "And us? What do we do, meanwhile?"

"We're the help," Daisy answered, with the same practical naturalness as always. "We cook, we serve, and when they're in the mood..."

"But I don't feel ready for something like that yet," Wendy said, her voice betraying a growing anxiety.

"You've got the magic word, remember?" Daisy reminded her, resting a reassuring hand on her arm.

"What would you do, in my place?" Wendy asked, searching Daisy's eyes for some guidance she couldn't find on her own.

"Wish I were still the new one," Daisy answered, with a smile that carried a shadow of nostalgia. "You are, to them. You'll see how they look at you. If I were you, I'd go for it. You can always use the word, at any moment."

Wendy felt a strange excitement mixed with the fear of not measuring up, an unease plainly written on her face, and Daisy noticed it right away.

"I'll give you one piece of advice," she said, looking at her with a practical attention. "You can't greet the guests in this state. Ask Corinne for the cage."

Wendy looked down at herself, and out of instinctive embarrassment covered herself with her hands. "Yes, the cage. Absolutely, but now? Look at the state I'm in."

She looked down, only now realizing how much her body was still betraying the morning's agitation, an obviousness that made even thinking about such a tight device seem impossible. Daisy noticed, and without asking too many questions came closer, resting a hand on her hip in a gesture both practical and affectionate.

"Come here a second," she said quietly, guiding her toward a more secluded corner of the room, away from the door. There weren't many words between them in those minutes, just quiet, discreet help, more like two friends than lovers, a way to let the tension drain away before it became an obstacle. When Daisy stepped back a little while later, Wendy felt lighter, her body finally ready to welcome what was coming.

"Better," Daisy said, with a knowing smile. "Now we can go ask her."

They went downstairs together, Wendy straightening her skirt with still-uncertain hands, her heart pounding at the thought of having to openly ask for something she hadn't even dared to name aloud until then. They found Corinne in the living room, arranging fresh flowers in a vase, her air relaxed, someone calmly getting ready for a day she already knew would be long.

Daisy stayed a step behind, letting Wendy step forward on her own.

"Corinne," Wendy said, her voice trembling a little, "I wanted to ask you something. I'm afraid of embarrassing myself in front of the guests. I'd like... I'd like the cage, if you'll let me have it."

Corinne turned, setting down the garden shears on the side table, and for an instant her gaze, always so calculated and attentive, clouded with something that truly resembled emotion. She stayed silent a moment longer than usual, watching Wendy with an expression that mixed surprise and a deep tenderness, like someone witnessing the completion of a long, patient piece of work.

"Come here," she said, her voice softer than usual, and when Wendy came closer, she took her face in her hands, studying her at length, almost in disbelief. "Do you know what it means, what you just asked me? It's not the cage itself. It's that you figured out on your own what you need, without anyone forcing it on you. That's exactly what I was waiting for, Warren. Wendy," she corrected herself, with a small smile. "You're almost there."

Wendy felt her eyes well up, surprised by how deeply those words moved her, a strange, new pride she'd never felt anywhere else in her life, not even in her greatest successes at the bank, not even in the rare praise she'd gotten from her superiors.

"Are you sure?" Corinne asked, her voice low, almost intimate, with no hurry at all. "Once it's closed, the decision of when to open it won't be yours anymore."

"Yes," Wendy answered, her voice trembling slightly, but firm underneath.

Daisy went to fetch the box from upstairs while they waited. Corinne had her sit on a low stool near the window, the morning light casting soft shadows on the wood floor, and gently lifted the hem of her skirt, studying with a clinical, almost professional attention the spot where the small metal device would soon find its place.

When Daisy came back with the box, Corinne opened it with the same calculated slowness she brought to every gesture, taking out the thin ring and the case that would hold it, the metal glinting cold in the light from the window. Her fingers, as they worked, were precise, practiced, without a trace of hesitation, the motion of someone who has repeated that same operation countless times with countless other people, and yet every so often she paused for a moment, watching Wendy's face, as if to gauge her reaction to every step.

"Breathe," she said quietly, as the ring found its place, the cold metal against her skin drawing a small gasp from Wendy. "It'll only take a moment."

Wendy shut her eyes, feeling the cold of the metal give way to a precise pressure, then to the light click of the small padlock closing, a tiny sound that echoed in her ears with a weight far greater than its actual volume. Corinne stepped back, admiring her own handiwork with the satisfaction of a craftswoman looking at a just-finished piece, then brought the small gold key up to a thin ribbon she tied around her own neck, letting it slip down between her collarbones, visible but out of reach.

"There," she said, stroking her cheek with tenderness. "Now you're ready too, like Daisy. And this key," she added, brushing it with two fingers at the base of her throat, "stays with me. Always."

Wendy nodded, feeling a mix of relief and a new kind of vertigo, the physical, concrete awareness of having just handed over to Corinne a control that, however precarious, had until then still been her own.


Chapter 16 — The Guests

Akim's friends arrived in the early afternoon, a group of four men who filled the house with loud voices and laughter, the sound of gym bags dropped in the hallway, the smell of sunscreen mixing with the barbecue Desmond had already lit in the garden. Wendy watched them arrive from the kitchen window, her heart pounding, aware that she was, as Daisy had told her, that day's novelty.

Lunch was served poolside, long tables set with care, Wendy and Daisy moving among the guests to serve, the skirt rustling with every step under looks that came her way, some curious, others more insistent. Among the group, two men in particular, both as tall as Akim, with the broad shoulders of someone who'd played at a high level for years, seemed unable to take their eyes off her.

Their names were Idris and Joe, former teammates of Akim's, and from the very first moment they treated Wendy with a familiarity that quickly overstepped the bounds of simple courtesy. A hand resting on her waist as she poured drinks, a whispered comment that made her blush, a gaze that followed her every time she headed toward the kitchen.

"Come a little closer," Idris said, at one point, catching her wrist with a grip that wasn't rough but left no room for an immediate refusal either. "Let us get a good look at you."

Wendy felt the unease rise in her throat, a mix of embarrassment and something closer to fear, but before she could answer, it was Corinne's voice from the other end of the table that stepped in.

"Easy, boys," she said, in a tone both light and firm. "There's time for everything. Let her work."

Idris let go of her wrist, laughing, and for the rest of the lunch things stayed at a more restrained level. But that wasn't the case all afternoon. Every time Corinne stepped away, caught up in conversation with Akim or busy with some detail of the day, Idris and Joe's insistence would return more markedly, hands lingering on Wendy's hips as they passed by, comments growing steadily more explicit, gazes following her with an intensity that began to genuinely unsettle her.

Daisy, at her side for much of the afternoon, tried to step in when she could, distracting the two with a joke or physically placing herself between them, but at one point even she was called into the kitchen by Akim for a task, leaving Wendy alone to manage the two men's growing attention, who by now simply went by Idris and Joe.

At one point Corinne caught up with her during a lull, pulling her by the arm into a more secluded corner near the pool. "Are Idris and Joe harassing you?" she asked, her voice serious, her eyes studying her closely. "Does it bother you?"

Wendy smiled, surprising herself with how naturally the answer came out. "They're likable, really," she said. "It's a game I don't mind. It makes me feel like the center of attention. It excites me."

Corinne nodded, a shadow of satisfaction crossing her face, and went back to the other guests without adding anything else, leaving Wendy alone again with that strange feeling of being, at once, exposed and desired.

It was Idris, a little later, who let a piece of cheese fall from his plate on purpose, right at Wendy's feet. "Oops," he said, with a smile that hid the intention not at all. "Pick that up, would you."

Wendy bent down to pick it up, and just at that moment a sudden gust of wind, helped along maybe by the motion of bending itself, lifted the hem of her skirt just enough to bare her legs nearly to the hips. It wasn't a gesture from either of the two men, just a perfectly natural coincidence, but Wendy noticed it right away, the heat rising to her face as she hurried to pick up the cheese and stand back up, pulling the skirt down with an almost automatic hand.

Idris and Joe said nothing while it happened, but their eyes stayed fixed on her the whole time, a silent attention that weighed more than any explicit comment. It was only once Wendy was back on her feet that Joe let out a low, quiet whistle, a sound that carried more than any words could, while Idris just gave a slow, satisfied smile, without adding anything else.

"The wind's been kind to us tonight," Idris said finally, exchanging a knowing look with his friend.

Wendy straightened up quickly, her heart pounding, a mix of embarrassment and an excitement she couldn't fully deny, surprised to find that brief accidental exposure had unsettled her more than any direct advance she'd received so far that day.

"Can I ask you something?" Idris said, coming closer with a shameless smile. "Have you ever had the pleasure of two men together?"

Wendy blushed furiously. "No," she stammered, her voice unconvincing even to her own ears. Then, unable to hold back the curiosity that question had lit inside her, she added: "But... what do you mean, together?"

"Imagine," Joe said, exchanging an amused glance with Idris.

"One in front and one in back?" she asked, with a naivety that made them both burst out laughing.

"No, sweetheart," Idris said, pointing with one finger, without touching her, at the skirt around her hips. "We mean two together. Right there."

Wendy stood frozen, visibly shaken, her face on fire, unable for a long moment to find any kind of answer.

"Thank you," she answered, trying to keep a neutral tone, moving away with her tray full of plates.

But Joe followed a few steps behind, and Idris, not far off, caught up with them laughing, the two seeming to have coordinated without a word to close her into a sort of informal circle, not outwardly threatening, but insistent enough to leave her short of breath.

"Corinne says you're new," Idris said. "That you've still got things to learn. Maybe we could teach you a thing or two, later."

Wendy searched with her eyes for Corinne, who at that moment was caught up in conversation with Akim on the far side of the garden, her back turned, seemingly leaving no room to notice what was happening. For an instant, Wendy felt completely alone in the middle of that party, surrounded by voices and laughter that had nothing to do with her, while the two men stayed there, too close, too sure of themselves.

It was only when the sun began to set, and the guests moved toward the living room for evening cocktails, that Corinne finally noticed Wendy's tense expression, catching up with her for a moment in the kitchen.

"Everything okay?" she asked, resting a hand on her shoulder.

"Yes," Wendy answered, not entirely convinced by her own answer. "Idris and Joe are just... very direct."

Corinne smiled, a smile that struck Wendy, in that instant, as less reassuring than usual. "They're high-spirited guys," she said. "But they know how to stop, if you tell them so yourself, firmly. You don't need me to step in every time, Wendy. You need to learn to handle this too, on your own."

Wendy nodded, but that sentence stayed with her for the rest of the evening, a new weight added to all the others, the growing sense of having been left, not entirely by chance, to measure herself against something she didn't yet feel ready to face.


Chapter 17 — The Locked Door

The evening slid into its most relaxed stretch, the guests scattered between the living room and the patio, glasses filling and emptying at an ever-slower pace. It was Idris, laughing with Joe about something Wendy couldn't quite catch, who called out to her as she passed through the hallway with an empty tray.

"Wendy," he said, with that shameless smile she'd by now come to know well. "Still mad about the wind earlier?"

"I wasn't mad," she answered, trying to keep a detached, almost annoyed tone, setting the tray down on a hallway cabinet.

"No?" Joe said, coming closer with a mock-suspicious air. "Sure looked like it to us. You ran off like we'd said God knows what."

"I didn't run off," Wendy shot back, crossing her arms, her tone aiming for indifference but betraying, underneath, something far more heated.

Idris laughed, a knowing look exchanged with Joe. "All right, all right," he said, raising his hands in mock surrender. "We were just teasing, that's all. We didn't mean to make you uncomfortable."

Wendy looked at them for a long moment, her heart pounding, a thought that had been taking shape inside her all afternoon finally finding the courage to become real. Without another word, she turned toward the door of the guest room, a little further down the hallway, opened it, and motioned for the two to follow her.

Idris and Joe exchanged a surprised glance, but followed without needing to be asked twice. As soon as they were inside, Wendy shut the door behind her, turning the key in the lock with a small metallic click that echoed louder than the quiet room should have allowed.

"Now that you've been teasing me all afternoon," she said, turning to face them, her voice trembling slightly but not stopping, "you're going to show me how it's done."

Idris tilted his head, his smile growing uncertain. "What do you mean?"

"That thing," Wendy said, feeling her face heat up but not looking away. "The two of you together. Back there."

The silence that followed lasted only an instant, then Idris and Joe exchanged a look that mixed surprise with immediate pleasure, the look of people seeing something they hadn't quite dared hope for come true. Idris came closer first, slow, as if wanting to leave her one last chance to change her mind.

"Are you sure?" he asked, his voice more serious than Wendy had ever heard it.

"Yes," she answered, without hesitation this time.

Joe moved toward the door, checking that it was really locked, an almost ritual gesture before turning back to her, while Idris rested a hand on her cheek with a gentleness that contrasted with all the swagger he'd shown until then.

Idris took her face in his hands with an unexpected tenderness, and leaned down to kiss her, a slow kiss, almost hesitant at first, as if even he, despite all his bravado that afternoon, needed a moment to adjust to this new intimacy. Wendy closed her eyes, surprised at how different that kiss was from what she'd imagined, gentler, less rushed.

When they broke apart, it was Joe, who'd stayed a little back until then, who stepped forward. "Can I too?" he asked, his voice having lost every trace of the swagger he'd shown out in the garden, replaced by an almost shy hesitation.

Wendy nodded, and he kissed her in turn, with the same slowness as Idris, a hand settling gently on her waist, unhurried, as if he too wanted to savor that moment rather than rush through it.

They all three sat down on the edge of the bed, and for a while there was nothing but words, whispered quietly in the dim light of the room. Idris told her about how he'd met Akim years before, on the team, about how that part of their lives had stayed a secret shared among a few. Joe confessed, with a candor that surprised her, that he was just as nervous as she was, despite the afternoon's bravado, because with Wendy there was something different than the other times, an attentiveness he didn't want to spoil by rushing.

Wendy felt, in those minutes, safer than she'd expected to feel, the day's tension slowly melting into something warmer, more shared. It was Idris who moved first, his fingers finding the small buttons at the back of Wendy's bodice, undoing them one by one with a slowness that felt almost like a study, a way to draw out every instant before it became irreversible. The fabric slid down off Wendy's shoulders, and she stood still for a moment, her chest rising and falling faster, while the two men exchanged a look that said more than any words could.

Joe pulled off his shirt with a quick, almost impatient motion, revealing a body sculpted by years of competitive training, and Wendy caught herself staring openly, without the shame that had followed her through the whole afternoon. Idris followed more slowly, undoing each button of his shirt with the same measured calm he'd brought to everything that evening, his eyes never leaving Wendy, as if he wanted to memorize every reaction she had.

When even the last piece of clothing fell to the floor, the room seemed to grow smaller, the air thicker, charged with an anticipation none of the three seemed in a hurry to release. Wendy's hair, loosed from the cap she'd left behind on a chair, swayed gently in the air stirred by the ceiling fan, tracing faint shadows over her bare shoulders every time she turned her head from one man to the other. Wendy felt her heart pounding in a way she'd never felt before, a mix of vulnerability and a desire she no longer tried to hide, as the two men drew closer, one on each side, wrapping her in a warmth shared between two that made her tremble, not with fear this time, but with an anticipation she couldn't wait to see fulfilled.

The rest of the evening unfolded behind that locked door, in a stretch of time that felt to Wendy both endless and impossibly brief, while the house, outside, carried on its party unaware, the voices of the other guests filtering muffled through the walls, growing more distant, less real, until even those faded entirely from her awareness.

Later, lying between the two now-quiet bodies, her breath slowly returning to its normal rhythm, Wendy lay awake a long while staring at the ceiling in the dim light, thinking about how much her sense of herself had changed in the span of just a few weeks. She was no longer just a man wearing a skirt for fun, playing a role at someone else's request. There was, in her, something that felt more and more like a real feeling, a feminine one, that she didn't quite know how else to define: the need to be wanted not for what she could offer, but for what she'd become; the fullness she felt being the center of two people's attention at once, as if her worth multiplied instead of dividing; the tenderness with which she'd accepted every touch, every word, without the shame a man raised on the rigid categories Corinne had taught her to dismantle should have felt.

She wondered, in that warmth-soaked half-sleep, whether Warren still existed somewhere inside her, or whether he'd already slipped away entirely, replaced by this new awareness that, for the first time, felt truly her own. She found no certain answer, but fell asleep with the new, deep feeling of finally being complete in a way her old life had never let her imagine.


Chapter 18 — Almost Ready

Wendy woke up late, the sun already high, filtering through the half-closed curtains of the guest room. Idris and Joe had left during the night, with the discretion of people who know the unwritten rules of that house well, leaving her alone among the rumpled sheets, her body full of a sweet exhaustion she'd never felt before.

She went down to the kitchen to find the house already tidied, the guests gone, Daisy cleaning up the last traces of the party with her usual efficiency. The two exchanged a knowing smile, no need for many words, while Wendy sat down for breakfast, her body sore in places she wouldn't even have known how to name a few weeks earlier.

"How are you feeling?" Daisy asked, pouring her some coffee.

"Different," Wendy answered, searching for the right words. "Like some part of me has... settled. Found its place."

Daisy nodded, an understanding look on her face. "That's how it happens, the first time you really let go," she said. "After that, it's easier. Less fear, more want."

Wendy hesitated a moment, then worked up the nerve. "Can I ask you something?" she said. "Have you ever... tried that thing? Two together, back there?"

"Which thing?" Daisy asked, raising an eyebrow, though the smile spreading across her face suggested she knew perfectly well what she meant.

"Two together. Back there," Wendy repeated, a thread of embarrassment in her voice.

Daisy laughed softly, pouring herself some coffee in turn. "Corinne used to want me doing that often," she said. "Then she cooled off toward me, like you know. But yeah, plenty of times. The first was with Akim and a friend of his, when Corinne was out of the house for a weekend."

"How'd she take it?" Wendy asked, curious.

"She got furious," Daisy answered, a shadow crossing her face at the memory. "Akim showed her the video, thinking she'd like watching me like that. Instead she got mad because she hadn't been there. She wanted to be there, always, for anything important. She punished me for it."

"She punished you?" Wendy asked, feeling a shiver of curiosity mixed with apprehension.

"Yeah," Daisy said, her voice dropping lower. "A whole month with nothing. Nothing back there, I mean. And the cage stayed locked the entire time, no chance to open it, not even for a second. At the end of the month, Corinne finally opened it, barely touched me with one finger, and... I did something embarrassing. A whole month all at once, you understand."

Wendy's eyes went wide. "What happened?"

Daisy burst out laughing, an embarrassed but fond laugh at her own expense. "I had to clean the living room rug several times over," she said. "It never quite looked the same again. Corinne still brings it up sometimes, when she wants to tease me."

*

It was only later, while Wendy was in the shower, that Corinne found a moment to be alone with Akim in the garden, the two of them sitting under the pergola, a cup of coffee each in hand.

"Did you see her?" Corinne said, her voice low, her eyes following the steam off her coffee with a thoughtful expression. "How much she's opened up, these past weeks."

Akim nodded, a smile mixing admiration with a calculation all his own. "Yours always give it everything," he said. "But this one's got something different. She's never really pushed back, not even at the start."

"How do you have such an eye for spotting a good maid?" Akim asked, after a moment of silence, a curious, admiring look on her. "You hit the mark completely with Wendy."

Corinne laughed quietly, moving closer to him on the little pergola bench. "I've got an eye for everything," she said, her voice growing lower, more intimate. "I had one with you too, if you remember. Years ago, when you were still a cocky kid who thought he was king of the court."

"She's almost ready," Corinne said, with a certainty that left no room for doubt. "Or nearly. A few more weeks, maybe a month, and I can start introducing her to other couples. The way she behaved last night, with Idris and Joe... I honestly didn't expect that so soon."

Akim looked at her with a different, more serious attention. "And Desmond?" he asked. "He's about run his course too, I'd imagine."

Corinne made a small vague gesture with her hand, as if the question touched on something long since settled, of no particular interest. "Desmond stays," she said, with the same naturalness she used for any other practical detail of the house. "He's the husband. He's got a different role. But Wendy," and at that name her eyes lit up with something like real enthusiasm, "Wendy is a project that's coming together exactly as I'd hoped. Better, maybe."

"Will you tell her, when the time comes?" Akim asked, setting down his cup.

Corinne smiled, a smile that held little comfort, if anyone could have seen it through Wendy's eyes. "I'll tell her what she needs to know, when she needs to know it," she answered. "For now, she's still enjoying discovering herself. It would be cruel to spoil this moment for her with too many details about the future."

Akim laughed in turn, then leaned toward her without further preamble, and kissed her on the mouth with a confidence that left no doubt about who, between the two of them, really held control in that moment. Corinne returned the kiss without hesitation, her fingers threading into his short hair, while he lifted her easily off the ground, carrying her down from the pergola onto the still dew-damp grass.

"Desmond might see us," she said, laughing quietly, though she made no move to pull away.

Akim smiled, a smile that knew exactly what it was about to do. "Desmond!" he called, his voice ringing out loud in the quiet morning garden.

Desmond appeared in the kitchen doorway a few moments later, drying his hands on a dish towel, and stood frozen on the threshold at the exact moment Akim lay down over Corinne on the grass, his gaze settling on them with the same silent, contained attention he'd learned to carry for years.

They stayed quiet for a moment, the morning sun filtering through the pergola's leaves, before Corinne added, almost to herself: "Warren barely exists anymore. And once even the last piece of him is gone for good, Wendy will be ready for whatever I decide for her."

*

Monday morning, Warren showed up at the office with his usual punctuality, but the week ahead felt, this time, harder to face than it had ever been before. During a meeting, he caught himself crossing his legs in a way that wasn't his usual habit, a gesture he'd watched Corinne make so many times and that now, without meaning to, had slipped onto him almost by reflex.

In the bathroom, during his lunch break, he stood a long while looking at himself in the mirror, searching his own reflection for traces of Warren, the man he'd been until three months before, and finding it harder and harder to make them out clearly. The thought of Wendy, of what had happened behind that locked door, of how complete she'd felt in the arms of two men, kept coming back to him with an insistence that made it impossible to focus on the spreadsheets waiting for him at his desk.

That evening, on his way home, he stopped in front of a wig shop window, staring for a long while at a display of dark, long hair, similar to the kind Corinne had always pictured him with during their weekend transformations. He didn't go in, that evening. But he stayed there longer than he should have, unable to tear his eyes from that window, wondering, for the first time with a clarity that frightened him, how much of Warren was really still left, and how much had already, quietly, become Wendy even outside that house.


Chapter 19 — The New Arrival

Warren arrived at the house outside the city with the usual Friday-evening anxiety, but found Desmond greeting him with the same flustered urgency as the time Akim had first arrived.

"We need to get ready fast," Desmond said, not even a hello, already heading toward the servants' room. "There's big news tonight."

Wendy followed him upstairs, her heart pounding with curiosity and an unease she couldn't quite explain to herself. They got dressed quickly, the black uniform, the apron, the lace cap, and went downstairs to the living room, taking their places against the bookshelf, as they'd done so many times before.

Corinne was already waiting, ready, and Wendy stood breathless for a moment at the sight of her: she wore a long evening gown, a deep midnight blue, with a neckline that put her full breasts generously on display, and a side slit that rose dramatically up to her hip, baring her whole leg with every step. She'd never seen her so elegant, so plainly ready for something important.

The doorbell rang a few minutes later. It was Daisy who went to answer, coming back a moment later with a young man who couldn't have been more than twenty-five, thin, not particularly tall, his features delicate and still boyish, his eyes darting nervously around the room like someone who doesn't quite know what to expect.

Corinne stood to greet him, taking both his hands exactly as she had with Warren months before, and had him sit down beside her on the dark velvet sofa.

"I finally get to see all of you," she said, her voice warm and maternal, the one Wendy remembered all too well, "not just inside a frame."

The young man stammered something about the drive, the house, the neighborhood, the same disordered words Wendy recognized with a pang in her chest, having spoken them herself one evening now long past. "It's all very... elegant," he said finally, his eyes landing everywhere except on Corinne's face, as if he didn't yet dare look at her directly.

"Thank you," she answered, with the same endless patience as always. "What's your real name? Not the forum one."

"Julian," he said, his voice cracking slightly on the second syllable.

"Julian," Corinne repeated, as if tasting that name for the first time, deciding whether she liked it. "How old are you, if I can ask?"

"Twenty-five," he answered, almost apologizing for his young age.

"Twenty-five," Corinne repeated, a smile spreading across her face. "You're younger than I pictured from the messages. But that's fine. Youth has its advantages: fewer habits to unlearn."

Julian laughed, a nervous, brief laugh. "I don't really know what to expect," he admitted, his hands wringing together on his knees.

"No one does, the first time," Corinne said, resting a hand on his knee with the same naturalness she'd rested it on Warren's, the same light pressure, the same calculated lingering. "Would you like to see something, before we go on? A film I made years ago."

Julian nodded, intrigued, and Corinne stood to get the same disc as always from the low cabinet, sliding it into the vintage player connected to the small television. From where she stood, against the bookshelf, Wendy immediately recognized the opening shots, the run-down hotel room door, the worn carpet, and felt a pang in her stomach watching Corinne explain the plot to Julian in the exact same words used with her months before: the woman traveling alone, the men taking turns playing hotel staff, the distinguished husband who came in without noticing a thing. It was like watching a theatrical rerun of her own life, performed by a different actor but with the same script, word for word.

"That's me," Corinne told Julian, pointing at the screen with one finger, the same old pride in her voice. "Much younger, as you can see. But it's always been the same story, in a way."

Julian watched the screen, his cheeks flushing, the same embarrassment Wendy remembered all too well feeling herself, sitting on that same sofa, on an evening that now felt like it belonged to another life.

From where she stood, against the bookshelf, Wendy listened to every word with a growing sense of vertigo, recognizing not just the sentences but even the pauses, the way Corinne tilted her head in that exact same gesture, the timbre of her voice dropping in exactly the same places. It was like watching a theatrical rerun of her own life, performed by a different actor but with the same script, word for word.

"I've been in menopause for a couple of years," Corinne said, when the film ended, with the same disarming openness she'd used months before, a tone that asked for no sympathy and rejected none. "My body isn't what it was thirty years ago. But it's more self-aware than it was back then, too."

Corinne rose slowly to her feet in front of Julian, and with the same solemn, unhurried gesture, lifted the hem of her evening gown just enough to reveal what lay beneath. Julian caught his breath, his eyes snapping up to her face seeking confirmation, exactly as Warren had done, with the same disbelief mixed with desire.

"Kiss me," Corinne said, the same voice, the same tone halfway between a request and a gentle command.

Julian moved toward her almost without deciding to, and Wendy had to look away, not out of modesty, but because the déjà vu had become unbearable, the memory of her own first time overlapping that scene with a painful precision, reminding her how much she had been, from the very start, just one stop on a path Corinne had already traveled many times before her, and would travel many more times after.

It was at that moment that Wendy stepped away, pulling Daisy by the arm toward the corner of the kitchen.

"What's going on?" she asked, her voice betraying a growing anxiety.

Daisy looked at her with an expression both sweet and resigned. "Isn't it obvious?" she said quietly. "It's the new maid. A new project of Corinne's."

Wendy felt the floor drop away beneath her, a sudden hollowness opening in her stomach. For an instant she thought about tearing off her apron, walking out of that house without looking back, going back to simply being Warren, the ordinary man he'd been before all this. But Daisy pulled her into a tight embrace, holding her close, and Wendy realized, with a quiet despair, that she no longer had the strength to really leave. That house, that role, that new identity were by now too deeply rooted in her to be abandoned with a simple step toward the door.

"It's okay," Daisy whispered against her hair. "I know it hurts, the first time you see it happen to someone else. It happened to me too, when you arrived, and to plenty of others before you."

Wendy closed her eyes, letting Daisy's embrace hold her, while behind them Corinne rose from the sofa, taking the new arrival's hand and leading him toward the stairs up to the master bedroom, exactly as she had with Warren, exactly as she would, Wendy imagined with a shiver, with whoever came after.

Halfway up the stairs, Corinne paused for a moment, turning to Julian with the same expression Wendy remembered seeing turned on herself, one evening now long past. "Like I told you," she said, her voice low, almost intimate, "I'm in menopause. When the moment comes, let go without worrying about a thing. Our intimacy will be total, with nothing standing between us."

Julian nodded, his eyes bright with a mix of excitement and awe, and the two of them kept climbing, vanishing beyond the turn of the stairs as their voices faded into silence.

When the two had disappeared upstairs, Daisy pulled back slightly from Wendy, reaching into her pocket with a knowing smile. "Look what I've got," she said, showing her a small gold key identical to the one Corinne always wore around her neck. "I took it off Corinne on the sly, while she was distracted with the new arrival. We can have some fun tonight, just the two of us."

Wendy looked at her, surprised, a rush of gratitude mixing with the sadness still fresh from a moment before. "What about yours?" she asked. "Did you take that one too?"

"No," Daisy answered, tilting her head. "Why?"

"What do you mean, why?" Wendy said. "Wouldn't you want it returned?"

Daisy looked at her, puzzled for a moment, then burst out laughing softly, a fond laugh with no trace of embarrassment. "After so many years," she said, "I'm not interested in what's in front anymore. My whole world of pleasure, these days, is all in back. You'll get there too, don't worry. But tonight's your night."


Chapter 20 — The New Owners

That night the house split into two parallel worlds. Upstairs, in the master bedroom, Corinne guided Julian through the same initiation she'd already given, with only minor variations, to everyone who'd arrived before him, her voice dropping in the exact same places it always dropped, her endless patience put to work on a script honed over years.

In the servants' room, Wendy and Daisy found themselves once again with the same quiet intimacy as the first night. Every so often, through the thin wall, muffled sounds filtered in from the master bedroom, a creaking bed, a low voice they couldn't make out, and each time Wendy caught herself staring silently at the ceiling, her mind elsewhere.

Daisy noticed, propped on one elbow beside her. "What is it?" she asked, her voice full of a practical affection. "Are you jealous of that boy?"

"Yeah," Wendy admitted, after a moment's hesitation. "I see myself in him. I keep wondering what I did wrong, for Corinne not to like me anymore."

"Why would you say that?" Daisy asked, frowning. "She liked you. A lot."

"I don't think so," Wendy said, her voice cracking slightly. "She's replacing me with someone else now, and here I am, dressed like this, making love to you instead of her."

Daisy stayed quiet for a moment, and when she spoke again her voice had lost the lightness of before. "Silly," she said, "and what about me? Shouldn't I be jealous too? I love her, and she's happy this way, with others. What's wrong with me? Don't you want me anymore?"

Wendy turned sharply, stricken with regret. "I'm sorry," she said, taking her face in her hands. "I didn't mean that. You're very feminine, Daisy. More than plenty of women I've known."

Daisy smiled, a slow smile spreading across her face in the dim light of the room. "Then hold my hips," she said, "and show me."

Wendy kissed her on the neck, breathed in her familiar scent, while her hands slid over her hips and their bodies pressed together in an intimate warmth worth more than any words spoken up to that point.

Morning came clear, sunlight filtering through the kitchen curtains as Wendy and Daisy made breakfast, their movements automatic by now after weeks of practice. Corinne came down first, followed a little later by a Julian who was visibly dazed and happy, his eyes still full of wonder at what had just been revealed to him about himself.

Julian sat down at the table with an expression Wendy recognized immediately, the same one she must have worn herself months before: the astonishment of someone who's just discovered a part of themselves they didn't know they had, mixed with an embarrassment that hadn't yet found the right words. He watched Corinne with an almost devoted attention, searching her morning gestures, the way she poured her coffee, for confirmation of something the night before had promised without saying it outright.

"Did you sleep well?" Corinne asked him, in the same maternal voice Wendy knew by heart.

"I don't think I slept at all," Julian answered, a shy smile crossing his face. "I kept thinking about everything that happened. I couldn't stop."

Corinne laughed, a laugh full of satisfaction, and rested a hand on his arm with a gesture Wendy had seen repeated identically with Warren, with Akim, with who knew how many others before him. "That's normal," she said. "The first night always leaves its mark. You'll see, with time, you'll learn to carry it more calmly."

Wendy, pouring the coffee with her usual discretion, caught herself watching Julian with a mix of tenderness and a quiet sadness, recognizing in him the echo of her own naivety a few months before, back when she still believed that house was the start of something that would last forever.

They all sat down at the table, Wendy and Daisy serving coffee and toast with their usual discretion, when the doorbell rang, a sharp, sudden sound that cut through the light morning conversation.

"Wendy," Corinne said, without looking up from her cup, "go answer it."

Wendy headed for the door, wiping her hands on her apron, her heart pounding for some reason she couldn't explain even before her hand touched the handle, as if some part of her already knew, before even seeing, that this morning wouldn't be an ordinary one.

She opened the door to find a couple she'd never seen before. He was a man in his forties, his muscles evident under a fitted t-shirt, his face square and serious, his eyes taking her in from head to toe with a professional coldness that held no warmth at all. She looked younger, though something in her too-perfect features, in skin pulled unnaturally tight around her eyes, suggested careful surgical work; her body, under a fitted dress, showed a sculpted muscularity Wendy wouldn't have been able to imagine on a woman just a few years before.

"You must be Wendy," she said, with a smile that carried the cold certainty of someone who already knows everything she needs to know.

Wendy stood frozen, her hand still on the doorknob, an unease she couldn't shake tightening in her stomach, the same hollowness she'd felt the evening she'd watched Julian arrive, multiplied now by a fear she still couldn't fully bring into focus. "How do you know my name?" she asked, her voice coming out more fragile than she'd wanted.

The woman exchanged a glance with the man beside her, a quick but telling look, the kind that passes between two people who've already discussed the practical details of an arrangement at length before showing up to collect on it. Then she turned back to Wendy with the same certainty as before, as if that question were only a formality already accounted for, a small ritual to get through before the real substance of their visit.

"We're your new owners," she said. "We've come to get you."
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