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Imogen had won last year’s costume competition at the annual Halloween spectacular hosted by her mother, Charlotte Sinclair, at their family estate, and she was determined to defend her crown. 

She had a reputation for creativity, and it was important to her to save face. 

“I can’t just come dressed as any old scrub like you, Mousey,” she said. “People have certain expectations of me.” 

It sounded stressful. I was glad nobody expected anything from me. Most of the time, Imogen chose my outfit, usually something that would accessorize and elevate her own. 

Last year, she and her friends thought it would be hilarious if I dressed as my namesake. They found me a slutty polka-dot Minne Mouse dress, matching hair bow, clogs, and mouse ears. With my skinny legs and flat chest, I felt completely exposed. 

It had given Imogen the idea to dress as a sexy cat. She chose a sleek, black leather bodysuit with a tail attached to the back, knee-high boots, cat ears, and a whip. She locked my wrists in cuffs behind my back and clipped a leash to a collar around my neck. She called her display “Minnie’s Capture.” Everyone had a great time with it. I smiled along, trying not to blush as she paraded me around, desperate to be seen as part of the joke rather than the butt of it. 

The night crescendoed with her releasing me from my leash, pretending I had escaped so she could hunt me down. It made for a great show as everyone watched, laughed, and applauded when she cornered me, threatening to strike me with her whip. I slid down the wall to my knees, pleading in a whisper for her not to hurt me. She grinned, dangling her leash. I shuffled back to her feet, and she hooked it back to my collar. Everyone cheered, and she directed me back to the dancefloor where the judge awarded her costume the victory. That showpiece moment had clinched her the title.

This year, she was coming dressed as a doctor. I was to be her patient. It all sounded fine until she revealed the straitjacket and standing gurney she had found for me. 

Mom had been in the psychiatric hospital for a year now. She had suffered a severe nervous breakdown during one of her shifts at Sinclair’s, the elite restaurant owned by the Sinclair family: Imogen’s family. 

Mom had made a huge scene, quitting her position, declaring her hatred for the owner, Imogen’s mom, Charlotte, blaming her for overworking Dad and causing his heart attack, accusing her of ruining her life. She went as far as threatening to burn the whole building down. Charlotte’s lawyer, Gael LeMarr, made it clear that if I did not commit her, prison was the only alternative. 

It was a blessing that Charlotte volunteered to pay for private care. Mom had no insurance. Without Charlotte, Mom would have been stuck going to a state facility. Imogen warned me about all the awful things they did to patients in those places. I was lucky to have Imogen as my best friend. I would have been so lost during this awful time without her. 

Mom begged me not to leave her alone in that place. She screamed that there was nothing wrong with her. That she was thinking clearly for the first time in years. All she wanted was a fresh start, free from the restaurant, free from Charlotte. She clawed at me, begging for me to release her. She preferred prison. She said we could run away together. Escape it all. When I asked her what she meant, she ranted and raved about what a monster Imogen was. That she was just like her mother. She said that she was so sorry for introducing me to her. She never meant for any of this to happen. Something about a goddess cult. Egypt. A golden ankh. It was hard to comprehend what any of it meant. 

I was prevented from questioning her further as the hospital aides entered her padded cell, restrained her to the floor, and pacified her with an injection into her neck. 

I still have nightmares about that day. It was the last time I had seen her. She looked so scared. She was pleading with me until the very last moment. It was awful. I cried myself to sleep every night thinking about it. I tried to tell myself that this was for her own good. That this was her chance to heal. That I was a good daughter. That she didn’t really hate me. That everything would go back to normal one of these days. But the truth was, I had no idea when I might ever see her again. 

Dr. Lexington was vague about the potential timeline for when I might be allowed to visit. During my last update, she had recommended an experimental electro-shock therapy. She assured me it was safe. The principle was to induce a controlled seizure that would alter her brain chemistry and form new neural connections. If I wanted to expedite her recovery, this was the only option. It sounded like an extreme measure. I said I needed time to think it over. Mom already hated me for committing her. I worried she would never forgive me if I signed off on her electrocution too. 

I do trust that Dr. Lexington knows what she’s talking about. Not only is she at the top of her field, but she is a personal friend of Charlotte. Apparently, the two of them were in high school together back in the early 90s. Charlotte said they were in rival friend groups back then but have gotten much closer since. It was reassuring to know Dr. Lexington held a personal stake in my mom’s care. That could only be a good thing. It was just difficult to think of my mom being electrocuted. 

Of course, being financially dependent on Charlotte for my mom’s continued care is not without its challenges. I know Charlotte could potentially cut her funding at any moment. That would be disastrous. I could never afford Mom’s care alone, not on the salary Imogen pays me as her Personal Assistant. 

As a popular Influencer, Imogen requires a lot of assistance. I pack her luggage, book her flights, purchase gifts on her behalf, and manage her appointments, among a whole host of personal care responsibilities – cleaning, cooking, and laundry...the list is never-ending. But I’m grateful Imogen has given me this opportunity. I have no qualifications to my name. It would be impossible for me to find anything better. Plus, she allows me to live in her deluxe apartment in the center of the city completely rent-free! 

It depresses me sometimes when I consider just how reliant I am on Imogen. She pays my salary and keeps a roof over my head. Her mom pays for my mom’s medical care. If Imogen ever tires of me... no, I mustn’t ever think like that. The consequences of getting on Imogen’s bad side are too terrible. 

Imogen could be temperamental and emotional at times, especially when she doesn’t get her own way, but as her best friend since childhood, I know how to pacify her tantrums before they escalate. The trick is to be as passive as possible. Experience told me that standing up for myself only made the situation worse. I take what she throws at me with grace and humor, never daring to challenge her. It is why, despite our obvious differences in wealth, beauty, and popularity, we remain the best of friends. 

As a kid, with Mom and Dad working such long hours at the restaurant, I needed somewhere to go after school. Charlotte suggested that I go to her house as a play friend for Imogen since we were the same age. There were plenty of maids to take care of us, and it saved my parents money on child care.

It worked out great. I knew right away that Imogen was a girl who was used to getting her own way. We played the games she wanted to play, watched the movies she wanted to watch, and ate what she wanted to eat. Having never had a friend before, I was just happy someone wanted to hang out with me. 

There was only one time I defied her. I had wanted a different flavor of ice cream than her. She had attacked me, pulling my hair, kicking me in the shins, and screaming that she would tell her mom about me. That she was done with me. That she hated me. She screamed how stupid and poor I was. It took two maids to pull her off of me. 

After she had calmed down, the maids brought me to her in order for me to apologize. It was hard for me because I knew I hadn’t really done anything wrong. My body was still sore from her beating. She was sitting in an overly large chair with a large tub of her favorite ice cream. The maids had done everything they could to calm her, but still they looked on nervously. I don’t blame them for taking Imogen’s side. Imogen could so easily have had them fired. 

I knew my parents could not afford child care. I knew how upset they would be if Imogen kicked me out. After begging for her forgiveness, Imogen eventually agreed to forgive me, holding out her spoon for me to lick clean, which I did on my knees, happily accepting her gesture of peace. 

I never dared challenge her again. 

It was perhaps why she was so annoyed at me when I tried to express my discomfort at her costume idea. 

“Are you kidding me right now?” she said, angrily pointing her finger in my apologetic face. “I’ve already bought everything! Are you gonna pay me back for all this?”

My eyes watered, and my bottom lip quivered. “S-sorry, Imogen,” I answered in the same mousey way that had helped cement my nickname. “It’s just that with Mom in the hospital, maybe now isn’t the best time for-”

“Oh my god!” She stomped her foot on the hardwood floor, making me jump. “It’s just a joke. Can’t you take a joke?” 

I hung my head in shame, trying to control my tears. 

“Let’s put it this way,” she said, folding her arms and glaring at me with a sulky pout. “You can either play along, or I’ll go to the party without you. Maybe I’ll tell my mom that this friendship clearly means more to me than to you. Is that what you want?” 

I shook my head. “S-sorry Imogen,” I mumbled, fully aware of what her threat really meant. “You’re right. I’m sorry. It’ll be a great gag.”

My surrender brought a smirk to her lips. “Aw, poor Mousey. It’s okay. I still love you. Even if you do piss me off sometimes.” 

“Th-thank you, Imogen. I love you too.” 

She pulled me close for a hug. I closed my eyes, absorbing her perfume. Warm vanilla and amber. No matter how upset I am, smelling her always helps my mood. 

Imogen’s costume consisted of a short, form-fitting white lab coat over a royal blue blouse. The plunging neckline drew attention to her cleavage, creating a sleek and flattering silhouette. Stretchy black leggings defined her curves and, along with her black ankle boots, elongated her legs, providing her with extra height and confidence. Her blond hair was styled in a sophisticated ponytail, and oversized faux glasses emphasized her pretty eyes and long lashes, making her appear intelligent and captivating. A stethoscope was draped around her neck, and an oversized syringe was holstered in her belt like a gun. 

Josh, her latest boyfriend, was also part of her costume. She had found him some green scrubs and a mock ID badge. She called him her technician, but from the way the scrubs snugly fitted to his muscular frame, highlighting his broad chest and arms, it was obvious his role was as my handler. 

Imogen enjoyed role-playing her position of power over Josh, ordering him around like he really was her assistant. She had him place the straitjacket over my body. I could feel his strength as he grabbed my skinny wrists to pull them through the sleeves. Next, he forcefully crossed my arms over my chest and threaded the straps through the buckles at my sides and back, pulling each one tightly to lock my arms in place. The tension forced my posture into an inelegant hunch. My movements were severely restricted. I had thought the jacket would just be for show. I had no idea it was real until I found myself stuck inside. 

I was helpless as Josh positioned me upright on the standing gurney with my back against the metal frame. He fastened the thick leather straps around my ankles, thighs, torso, shoulders, neck, and forehead, pulling each one to its fullest extent to ensure I remained immobile. 

Imogen had already affixed my hair into a disheveled mess. She had chopped off a few inches, leaving uneven lengths. I looked like a crazy person from a black-and-white picture from one of those old Catholic asylums. 

“Aw, it’s okay, Mousey,” she had said, trailing her fingers through it, admiring her handiwork. “It’ll grow back. And look how insane you look now. Hey, do you think your mom has a haircut like this now too?” She laughed at her joke, and I smiled along, trying my best to be a good sport. 

As a final act, Josh attached a clear plastic mask over my lower face. It was an exact replica of the one Hannibal Lecter wore in Silence of the Lambs. The snug fit pressured my lips, restricting my airflow and forcing me to breathe through my nose. My panic rose as each breath became a struggle. 

Imogen released a delighted laugh as she admired her creation, giving her hands a single, firm clap. “Oh my god,” she declared, “this has turned out even better than I thought.”

Josh grinned, pleased with his handiwork. 

I tried to plead that the restraints were too strong, that they were cutting into my skin and hurting me. But my words were incoherent, which only added to Imogen’s amusement as she leaned forward, giggling into my face. 

“You look sooo cute,” she said. “We’re going to have so much fun!”
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Josh pushed me outside on my standing gurney, tilting it slightly back like a hand truck at a warehouse. He opened the back door of his black Audi A8 and lifted me inside, awkwardly wedging me between the front and back seats with the wheels planted on the floor and the handles hooked over the back headrest. It was only thanks to his superior strength that he managed it. 

Imogen supervised with a lot of sighing, groaning, and eye-rolling as she watched him struggle to shove me in position. 

“You know,” he said with clenched teeth, “it'd be a lot easier if she just rode in the trunk.” 

“I told you,” she whined, “that’s dangerous. I have a responsibility to my patient, right, Mousey?” 

My response of “Yes, Imogen,” was muffled by my face mask. 

Josh’s rising annoyance was clear in the way he manhandled me. 

“Okay,” he said when he finally got me in, “we good now?” 

Imogen furrowed her brow and folded her arms over her bosom, sliding one foot sideways. “Not with that attitude, we’re not.” 

Imogen continued. “If you’re going to speak to me like that, then you can just forget the whole thing.” 

I hoped Josh understood how emotional she could be. It would not be out of character for her to cancel everything. She would break up with Josh right then and there and march right on back to her apartment without looking back. 

I had no idea what I would do if she abandoned me like that. It wasn’t as if I could follow her. I couldn’t even call after her to help me. I would be left helpless in the back of Josh’s car. Why would he bother to free me from my restraints, considering what a pain it would be. Most likely, he would pull me from his car and leave me on the street, yelling for Imogen to come to deal with me. Which she would probably ignore, not wanting to give him any small satisfaction or victory. As for me, I would be completely vulnerable to any random scumbag who fancied a feel. I wouldn’t even be able to scream for help, never mind defend myself. 

“Well?” she said expectantly. 

“You’re right,” he said under his breath, clearly swallowing his pride. “Sorry, Imogen.” 

He had made a smart decision. He was easily replaceable. Yes, he was a great fuck. I had listened to them under Imogen’s bed or hidden in the closet, and there was no question he knew what he was doing, but it was not like he was the only guy in the world good at sex. He, on the other hand, would never find a girl as fun, sexy, pretty, rich, or popular as Imogen. There were plenty more Joshes in this world, but there was only one Imogen. 

She scoffed in response, nodding at the front passenger door for him to open. She climbed inside without a word, immediately ignoring him by taking out her phone. He sighed through his nose and gently closed the door behind him before getting into the driver's side. 

They rode in silence for a while. The only sounds were the smooth engine and Imogen busily tapping over her phone. 

I was glad that his windows were tinted. Nobody could see me from the outside. It gave me a few valuable minutes of privacy before the eyes of the party would be on me. 

I am the complete opposite of Imogen in so many ways, but one of the major differences is how much she loves and seeks the spotlight, whereas I do everything I can to avoid it. I hate being the center of attention. Imogen often says that she likes involving me in her shows to help bring me out of my comfort zone. She feels bad that I’m so introverted. It was good for me to put myself out there. 

I appreciated her trying to help me be a better person, but I wish she would sometimes find less extreme methods of including me. 

“Oh my god,” said Imogen at last, breaking the tense silence with her exuberance, much to Josh’s relief. “Everyone says they are so excited to see my costume. I can’t wait. This will be fucking legendary!” 
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The grand ballroom of Sinclair Manor was transformed into a gothic fantasy land. Black chandeliers dripped with crystals. The walls were lined with rich, burgundy tapestries. Wax candles were melting on standing candelabras. Faux cobwebs clung to the corners of the ceiling where creepy mechanical spiders twitched disturbingly. Mahogany banquet tables that stretched along the sides of the room were adorned with black rose petals and skulls. 

The dance floor was in the center of the ballroom, gleaming under ambient and changing lights. A fog machine released wisps of swirling mist, creating an eerie ambiance, occasionally obscuring the elaborately dressed guests as if they were ghosts. 

The DJ kept everyone entertained from a booth constructed from polished wood, carved with twisted vines and skulls, reverberating dark dance through the loudspeakers.

Charlotte’s “little dolls,” as she termed the unlucky servers from her restaurant who she roped into serving at the party, were on the move, providing trays of appetizers and champagne to the elite guest list. 

They looked as ridiculous as always, dressed as old-fashioned porcelain dolls. Their puffy skirts extended into an exaggerated bell shape, forcing them to waddle rather than walk. Their lace-up corsets were tight on their torsos. They had puffy sleeves and oversized bows in their hair. High heels forced them into a teetering posture. Their faces were washed in white face paint with rosy cheeks, bright red lips, and fake lashes that widened their eyes into expressions of forced innocence. 

My stomach knotted when I saw them. Before I committed her, Mom would always be one of the unlucky servers chosen as a doll. She often complained about how impractical the outfits were. She said she was always on the verge of a disaster. Every task was more awkward than necessary, thanks to the tight corsets and unmanageable sleeves. I asked her once if she had ever complained to Charlotte, but she said Charlotte dismissed her concerns by claiming it was “just all part of the fun.” 

The dolls had become a tradition the guests expected to see. They laughed along at them, making condescending and playful remarks at their expense. Many guests enjoyed taking part in the joke, delivering complex drink orders or physically inspecting them, fixing their outfits, straightening their bows, or adjusting their skirts, usually copping a feel in the process.

Sometimes, they would make the dolls perform for them with silly dances or poses. It was during one of these performances that I remember seeing Mom trip and fall. She told me later that one of the teens who had made her spin in a circle had tripped her. Not that she could prove it.

I was so embarrassed on her behalf. The tray she was carrying plummeted to the floor, smashing all the champagne flutes and drawing everyone’s attention to the smashing glass. Even the music ceased, adding extra emphasis to the incident. 

Charlotte was unphased. She sauntered over and quickly diffused the awkwardness. “Our little doll isn’t quite ready for that starring role in Swan Lake just yet,” she joked. “Maybe we should send her back for rewiring?” 

The guests all had a good chuckle at her quick wit. The music restarted, and Mom was left scrambling to clean up her mess, already forgotten. 

Charlotte had devised a unique method of choosing which of her servers would act as her dolls for that year’s Halloween bash. The servers at her restaurant ranked themselves in order of competence. Once the votes were tallied, the bottom few were chosen as dolls. 

In all the years Mom worked for Charlotte, she never failed to finish bottom of that list. 

Every year, she tried her best to avoid it, and every year she failed. The truth was, the popular clique, the girls most favored by Charlotte, were the ones who controlled the vote, and for whatever reason, they seemed to have had it in for Mom. 

It did not matter how hard Mom worked, how many shifts she covered, how often she bussed their tables, or how much she shared her tips; she always found herself at the bottom of the list. 

It had reached the point where it was a running joke at the restaurant. Even the new girls got in on the fun, bossing Mom around, threatening to put her name at the bottom of their lists, hoping to curry favor with the popular girls. Everyone took to calling Mom “Dollface,” often slapping or pinching her bottom when she passed. 

When I first heard how poorly Mom was treated by the staff, I tried to complain to Imogen on her behalf. Imogen shrugged it off. She said the servers were just having fun and that I shouldn’t take it personally. The doll competition helped drive productivity, which helped build superior customer service, which in turn brought in more revenue. There really was no downside. She said my mom should stop being so uptight and learn to enjoy it. Maybe then she wouldn’t be so disliked. 

I could not argue against her logic. The fact was Charlotte was making a fortune. She had expanded her business to multiple cities, and a new restaurant was to open in Las Vegas, of all places. Mom could be proud that her labor had helped generate so much success. Of course, Mom’s experience as a porcelain doll, year after year, must have somewhat contributed to her nervous breakdown. It was perhaps the only silver lining with Mom being in the psychiatric ward. She was finally safe from that ordeal. 

As Josh wheeled me into the ballroom, maintaining a respectful distance behind Imogen, the music dipped slightly. The guests’ attention turned to us. Even if Imogen’s costume was not as immediately eye-catching as some of her others, she always commanded a room with her demeanor and confidence. 

She smiled, soaking in the attention. “Sorry I’m late,” she announced, placing her hand on her hip and pushing her bosom forward, stretching the silk of her royal blue blouse, creasing it at the hip, “but I just couldn’t leave this patient alone tonight.”

There were delighted chortles.

She smiled brightly at her audience. “Let’s just say we’re bringing a little madness to the party this year.”

There was general laughter and applause. She basked in their praise, pleased with how well her entrance had been received.

The music restarted, and Charlotte emerged from the crowd to greet her daughter. Had my jaw not been stuck in my mask, it would surely have dropped to see her costume.

She wore a form-fitting full-body suit. The red lace hugged her curves, accentuating her narrow waist, large bosom, and full hips. It was as if the expensive material had been woven directly onto her skin. Thigh-high red leather boots and matching gloves extended to her elbows, adding glamor to her daring and sensual outfit. A devil’s tail hung playfully from her lower back, and horns extended from a headband. She had dyed her blond hair black and chosen a deep crimson lipstick that thickened her lips. Most striking of all were her fiery contact lenses. They made her pupils literally dance with fire. 

Imogen ran into her arms. “Mom!” she declared happily. 

Charlotte gave her daughter a big hug. “Ohhhhh, my darling, it’s so good to see you. I’ve missed you so much.” 

Imogen pulled away. “Oh my god,” she said excitedly, “you look so amazing.”

Charlotte grabbed her tail, giving it a playful twirl. She shimmied on the spot, slowly swaying her hips and breasts. The lace bodysuit made her figure look more incredible than ever. 

Imogen giggled and clapped along to the dance. Charlotte laughed too, and gave her another hug. It was clear she was a little buzzed. 

“Sooo,” said Imogen, presenting me to her mom with her arms like a magician's assistant. “What do you think?” 

Charlotte raised an eyebrow, her red lips curving into a sly smile. “Well, well,” she purred, strutting toward me, allowing her curves to ripple intimidatingly in her bodysuit. “What do we have here?”

I whimpered and shuffled uncomfortably at the intenseness of her fiery stare. She leaned in close, and I inhaled her commanding perfume. 

Suddenly, she spun, accidentally whipping me with her hair. “Oh, darling,” she said to Imogen, “you’ve done it again. How do you come up with these ideas? So creative!” 

“Thanks, Mom,” said Imogen. “But I see there’s some stiff competition this year. Not least you.” 

Charlotte laughed and dismissed the compliment with a wave of her hand. 

Imogen smiled and nodded at Josh. “You remember Josh, right?” 

“Oh gosh, yes!” said Charlotte with fake excitement, shuffling on her heels to give the muscular technician a friendly hug. “So great to see you.” 

“You too, Mrs. Sinclair,” he said formally. 

“Oh, you,” she said, playfully swiping his strong shoulder. “Call me Charlotte.” 

Imogen’s friends scurried toward us, squealing excitedly. There was Kayla dressed as a sexy pirate. She wore a corset over a ruffled blouse, a tricorn hat, thigh-high boots accessorized with large hoop earrings, and a rapier that hung from her hip. 

The twins, Autumn and Winter, were matched as seasonal sprites. Autumn was in a vibrant mini-dress and lace-up boots with a leaf-patterned cape. A crown of leaves sat on her head, and her stunning red hair was decorated with gold leaves. Winter, meanwhile, wore an icy-blue bodysuit covered in frost-like sparkles. Her silver stiletto boots elongated her figure, and a tiara of icicles balanced on her head. Her silver hair was adorned with snowflakes. 

Bunny lagged behind the others. She was dressed in the same costume she wore every year. A black bodysuit that highlighted her massive bosom with a fluffy white tail attached to the back. Fishnet stockings and black stiletto heels elongated her impressive legs. Tall rabbit ears and a bow tie finished the bunny girl aesthetic. Sometimes, I wondered why Imogen even liked her. She had nothing going on upstairs. She just happened to be pretty and rich. 

They all found my costume hilarious, and each of them had their picture taken with me, pulling faces or giving the peace sign.

“Imogen, darling,” said Charlotte, “you have to come to meet Kourtney. Her company planned and prepared this whole event: decorations, music, everything. I've asked her to be the special guest judge for the competition later.”

“Sure thing, Mom,” said Imogen happily. “But what about Mousey?”

Her friends all giggled as if the idea of me being a person worthy of introduction was somehow hilarious. 

Charlotte smirked at their reaction.  “Oh, she’ll be fine without you for a little while. You can’t wheel that thing around with you all night. And I'm sure Josh needs a break. Let the man grab a drink.” 

The twins joined him, wrapping their arms in his like chaperones. 

“Don’t worry,” said Autumn. 

“We’ll take care of him,” finished Winter. 

Imogen rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “Oh, you guys. Really?” 

They both giggled, resting their cheeks on his shoulders. 

Charlotte looped her arm in Imogen’s and led her deeper into the party. The twins, Josh and Kayla, quickly followed, chatting amongst themselves, leaving me alone with Bunny.

Bunny continued to stare at me in that same unblinking, unsettling way, slurping her cocktail through a curly straw. It was a pink lemonade and peach vodka topped with gummy bears and fruit. The bright paper umbrella made it appear especially obnoxious. 

“So,” she said, in her typical emotionless manner, “having fun?” 

I might have thought she was making fun of me if I thought she had enough brainpower. Here I was, strapped to a gurney and squeezed into a straitjacket, abandoned by my only friend, the girl who dragged me here. What exactly did Bunny think might be fun about this? 

I could have made a muffled response, but there was little point wasting my breath. 

“You look kind of sweaty and gross,” she said, plucking a cherry from her drink. “Here.” Slowly, she aimed it at my face, pushing it between the bars, rummaging it through my lips and into my teeth. 

It burst and spattered juice down my mask. I barely tasted the wet cherry. 

“Yummy, ain't it?” she asked. “You’re lucky I’m here to feed you. Here, have another.”

She repeated the process with an orange slice, not letting up until she had smooshed the whole thing against my lips.

She wiped her fingers on my hair and then slowly ate a strawberry with her mouth open, spitting bits into my face as she spoke. “So, like, what are you supposed to be anyway?”

I groaned, desperately trying to locate Imogen in the crowd to come save me. 

Luckily, a group of guys wandered by dressed as superheroes. Bunny was distracted by the most muscular of the group, a good-looking guy dressed as Thor. He winked at her, and she giggled, quickly forgetting I had ever existed. 

“Here, hold this,” she said, handing me her drink as if I could somehow take it from her. 

She blinked at me for a few seconds expectantly until a slow realization came over her blank face.

“Oh, right,” she said. “Well, I guess I'll catch you later.” 

With that, she sashayed off to catch up with Thor, leaving me alone to watch the party progress without me. 

Eventually, I caught sight of Imogen alongside Charlotte, deep in conversation with a stunningly beautiful woman I assumed to be Kourtney. 

Kourtney was wearing a deep black velvet mini-dress that shimmered with hints of silver. It clung to her elegant figure, showcasing her feminine form. A high slit in the fabric revealed her long, toned legs. Waves of silky jet-black hair framed her beautiful face and cascaded down her shoulders. Elaborate dark angel wings crafted from black feathers extended intimidatingly from her back.

I hoped Imogen might return to me after their discussion had ended, but instead, she was distracted by the arrival of Josh and her friends, who pulled her onto the dance floor, laughing and joking together. 

It was nice to see her so happy, but I couldn't help feeling kind of bad that she was having all this fun without me. I tried to catch her attention by widening my eyes and fidgeting in my restraints, but she did not once look back at me. 

It did not help that Kayla purposefully moved to block Imogen's potential view of me with her body. 

Kayla was by far the scariest of all Imogen’s friends. The twins were mostly ambivalent to me, laughing at the pranks I suffered rather than instigating them. Bunny was... well, Bunny. Kayla, on the other hand, definitely had it in for me. I think she was jealous of my relationship with Imogen. She was always trying to make me look bad, mocking my appearance and personality. 

It was Kayla who had first taken to calling me Mouse. Imogen found the nickname hilarious, and so it just kind of stuck. Kayla never missed an opportunity to remind me that I was the bottom bitch of their group. Sometimes it was a nudge or a slap disguised as something playful, or sometimes she would invade my personal space for no real reason. 

There was one time I told Imogen how nervous I was around Kayla, begging her not to leave me alone with her anymore. Imogen laughed it off. She told me that it was just Kayla’s way and that I shouldn’t take it to heart. 

Kayla did not let me get away with “telling” on her. The next time we were alone, she dragged me by my hair to the bathroom, where she proceeded to dunk my head in the toilet bowl, flushing the chain on my face. She warned me that if I dared say anything else to Imogen, she would really make me pay. Eventually, she let up, allowing me to kiss the toes of her sneakers so long as I promised never to try to stand up for myself again. 

I learned a valuable lesson that day. I did my best to stay out of Kayla’s way, always surrendering my ground to her, never daring to show her that I was in any way a threat to her friendship with Imogen. 

I resigned myself to being ignored until whenever it was that Imogen decided she needed me, when Charlotte sauntered toward me, her curves rippling in her tight lace bodysuit with Dr. Lexington alongside her. 

Mom’s psychiatric doctor was the last person in the world I wanted to see, strapped as I was to a standing gurney in a straitjacket like I was mocking one of her mental patients. Patients like my own mother. Thankfully, she did not seem to take offense. If anything, my appearance amused her. 

She was dressed like a femme fatale from some old film noir. She wore a sleek black dress that looked amazing on her full figure. A pillbox fascinator balanced on her head with a delicate veil netting draped over her eyes. A faux fur coat was over her shoulders. In one hand, she clutched a glass of champagne, and in her other, she held a long, gold cigarette holder. She had perfectly captured the glamor and sophistication of 1930s Hollywood.

Charlotte raised her black Manhattan to me in a mock toast. “We saw you all alone, Mousey, and we thought you’d like some company.” Her voice dripped with condescension. My stomach churned.

Dr. Lexington chuckled. “I must say, this look certainly suits you.” 

“I wonder,” said Charlotte, “where might we have seen this before?”  

They both had a good laugh at that. I could tell they were drunk. 

“Gosh,” declared Dr. Lexington. “Imogen has truly excelled this year. What an inventive twist. I had no idea.” 

Charlotte smirked and took a victorious sip of her cocktail. “So, Mousey,” she said, “Stephanie here tells me you’ve been reluctant to go ahead with your mom’s electro-shock therapy.” 

My stomach dropped at Charlotte's brashness. I was Mom’s medical power of attorney. Dr. Lexington had deemed Mom incapable of making rational healthcare decisions, and so, as her closest living relative, it fell to me. It did not matter if Charlotte and Dr. Lexington were old friends or if Charlotte was paying for the treatments; this was a matter of medical ethics. I was pretty sure this was against the law. 

I wanted to try to argue that this was not okay. But even if I could have summoned up the courage to confront these powerful women, my mask prevented me from saying anything intelligible. All I could manage in response was whimper. 

Dr. Lexington nodded. “I’ll reiterate the benefits again for you, Sophie,” she said, using my real name. It seemed like she was the only person left in the world who still did. Even Mom had taken to calling me Mouse in public after being encouraged to do so by the servers at the restaurant. She was obviously uncomfortable using that nickname, but I understood her position. She did not want to be further ostracized. I played along to put her mind at ease, twitching my nose to elicit laughter. I learned a long time ago that participating in the jokes at my expense helps people like me. 

Dr. Lexington continued her speech with ruthless professionalism. I believe her lack of feeling for her patients helped her excel in her field. It allows her to look at her patients through a purely scientific lens. 

“It’s potentially an effective treatment when traditional therapy and medications have failed. It can provide for her rapid relief from depression and mania. There are honestly very few side effects other than slight memory loss and some muscle soreness. All of which are likely to return to normal in time.” 

“It sounds wonderful,” added Charlotte. “Just what she needs to set her right.”

“Yes,” agreed Dr. Lexington. “You must not allow the movies to influence your decision, Sophie. Medical science has progressed over the last fifty years. We are well beyond the era of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.” 

“Of course,” said Charlotte, “if successful, it will drastically reduce her medical bills.” 

“Correct. I believe an intensive 12-week program should suffice. After that time, we can analyze the results and discuss between ourselves if more intensive procedures are necessary. The fact remains, Sophie, that your mother will likely never recover through conventional means alone.”

“Your mother is suffering, Mousey,” said Charlotte. “You want to help her, don’t you?” 

Of course I did. All I wanted was my mom back. I missed her so much. And honestly, the way they spoke made it seem so reasonable. I just couldn’t get the image from my head of Mom strapped to a gurney, hooked up to a machine, being continuously zapped, leaving her writhing, screaming, and smoking. 

“Sophie,” said Dr. Lexington. “We all have hard decisions to make when it comes to the people we love. You wouldn’t want to be the reason your mother doesn’t get better, would you?”

I gulped. It was absolutely the last thing in the world I wanted. 

Charlotte pouted her lips at me in a smirk. “You know, Mousey, I hardly think it fair to her, or to me, if you continue preventing what obviously needs to be done. I would rather not escalate this, but if you continue, I may be forced to reconsider this little arrangement of ours.” 

My stomach twisted. If Charlotte pulled her funding, then everything would fall apart. All of Mom’s progress - obliterated in an instant. I wished I could speak and explain my concerns in a rational manner, but Imogen’s costume had provided the perfect ambush. A terrible fear suddenly gripped me. What if Imogen had planned this with her mom? To trap me like this and prevent me from escaping this discussion. 

Dr. Lexington’s dark gaze was cold and penetrating. “The truth is, Sophie, I’ve been observing you for some time. In my expert opinion, I can see the beginnings of the same debilitating psychosis that affected your mother.”

Charlotte’s smirk widened. “Yes, I’ve seen that too.” 

“Honestly,” said Dr. Lexington. “What kind of daughter would mock her sick mother by dressing as a mental patient for Halloween?” 

Charlotte nodded. “Truly despicable.” 

“Only someone with severe sociopathy would consider this as appropriate. A person with such callous disregard should not be in charge of the medical decisions of someone so vulnerable. I’m certain the court would find this evidence compelling enough to remove you from your position of authority. I ought to think an ultra-successful and influential businesswoman of substantial means, who has already shown compassion by paying for her medical expenses from the kindness of her heart, would make a much more suitable and reliable medical power of attorney.”

Charlotte raised her glass to that. 

My stomach twisted at the implication. My throat felt tight. My words clawed at my throat, desperate to be voiced. “All I’ve ever wanted is to do right by Mom!” But all that came out was a muted whimper. 

Charlotte’s voice dripped with feigned sincerity. “Let us help you, help her.” 

I slowly nodded. What choice did I have? I could never fight back against Charlotte and Dr. Lexington. 

Charlotte took a victorious sip of her Manhattan. Her fiery eyes stared me down triumphantly. 

The knowledge that I had willingly handed my mom’s care over to the woman she despised most in the whole world overwhelmed me with sorrow. I tried to look for Imogen on the dance floor, hoping she might still save me, but she was having a great time without me, dancing and laughing, completely oblivious to my suffering.

*
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The music suddenly stopped, and the lights of the ballroom dimmed, plunging the hall into darkness. A low, haunting voice echoed through the loudspeakers. “Ladies and Gentlemen, prepare yourselves for the hour of judgment.” 

There were cheers, whoops, and claps. 

A single spotlight illuminated a figure slowly descending from the ceiling. It was Kourtney. She appeared like a dark angel descending from heaven. 

The dramatic voice continued. "Behold, our special judge for this evening: the Fallen Angel, Miss Kourtney Callahan.” 

An apocalyptic choir chanted through the speakers in fear and praise for her upcoming judgment. 

She lowered to the floor gracefully via an invisible wire. She held her arms outstretched, palms facing outward, as her black angel wings flapped in the occasional powerful burst. Whatever mechanism controlled them was well hidden, providing the perfect illusion of divinity. She raised her chin defiantly. Her halo was like a circle of inky shadow over her head. 

The ballroom was completely transfixed. After she landed, she smirked and slowly pointed her finger into the crowd. “You,” she declared, bursting forth a new spotlight from the ceiling that illuminated a witch dressed in a long black gown with a plunging neckline that teased her impressive cleavage. 

The crowd parted to allow her to pass. Her gown trailed behind her deliberate steps like dark liquid. She wore a wide-brimmed hat and brandished a dark, glossy broomstick. Her possession was particularly ironic since a woman as attractive as her had clearly never swept a floor in her life. Her stiletto heels clicked confidently over the floor as she took her place in the presence of the fallen angel. The crowd cheered, and she waved at them with a satisfied pout on her full lips. 

Kourtney raised her hand a second time. “You.” she declared, pointing again into the crowd. This time, the light found Charlotte.

It was hardly a surprise that she was chosen; she was the hostess, after all. She boldly strutted forward, twirling her devil’s tail and swaying her hips. There was encouraging laughter and wolf whistles from the crowd. Nobody could care less about the obvious bias at play. Charlotte shared a supportive hug with her fellow competitor. There was clearly no animosity. It was all in good fun. 

Kourtney raised her hand one last time and made her third and final selection. As expected, the light basked Imogen in its glow. I was still delighted. Imogen took this competition seriously, and she deserved the recognition. 

Imogen joined her mom and the witch, giving them both supportive hugs. Her friends cheered louder than anyone, bouncing up and down and hollering. I wish I could have done the same.

Of course, a large part of her costume was missing from the dance floor. 

Josh was grinning when he came for me. He grabbed the handles of my gurney and pushed me through the crowd to join Imogen, wheeling me to her side. He remained behind me with his large arms folded over his chest like a security guard. 

Kourtney turned to the audience. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she began. “We have three remarkable contestants. Our enchanting witch, Carla Valentino. Her performance is sure to be spellbinding.” 

Carla blew a slow kiss to the crowd. They applauded enthusiastically. She smiled coyly at the reaction. 

Kourtney turned to Charlotte. “Next, our stunning hostess for the evening, Charlotte Sinclair, the embodiment of temptation itself.” 

Charlotte winked at the crowd, soaking in their cheers. 

It was clear from the delighted expressions of the audience that nobody was taking this too seriously. It was all in good fun. It made me feel better about being used as a prop. It made me feel part of the joke rather than the object. 

“And last, but certainly not least,” said Kourtney, turning her gaze onto Imogen, “our insightful and captivating doctor, Imogen Sinclair, our defending champion.” 

There were anticipatory murmurs followed by chuckles at their own dramatic reaction. Imogen blinked innocently, playing up to the crowd. As nonchalant as she was, I knew how much she wanted this. She enjoyed winning more than anyone. Even as a kid, she would throw the worst tantrums if she lost anything. I quickly learned to let her win every game we played to avoid angering her. Not just lose, but lose decisively, proving at every opportunity how much smarter Imogen was than me. 

Kourtney continued. “Each of you will now have an opportunity to dazzle us with a performance. I shall take the reaction of our audience into account, but the ultimate decision rests with me. Are you ready?” 

The crowd erupted with cheers and applause. 

The witch, Carla, was first. She removed one of several small pouches from her side and raised her arm dramatically in the air. With a flick of her wrist, she tossed it to the floor. There was an explosion of colored smoke. Right on cue, the lighting shifted, changing the color of the smoke into demonic reds and haunting greens. In fluid motions, she glided her broomstick through the thickening fog, cutting it into the shapes of writhing spirits. 

It made for a bewitching experience. The guests applauded, encouraging her with whoops and hollers. 

As the smoke dissipated, the lights returned to normal, and Carla took her bow. There was even more applause and cheering. 

Charlotte and Imogen congratulated and hugged her, chatting excitedly with her about how incredible her performance was. 

I felt like an idiot, waiting in my gurney, watching the three contenders together, physically incapable of applauding for Carla.

Charlotte was next. She pretended to be surprised by the suggestion of a performance. She pouted her red lips and tapped her chin with her finger before a realization formed on her face. She grinned and pointed to the DJ. “Dance with the Devil,” she announced. 

There were excited murmurs from the audience. The moment those haunting, pulsating beats surged through the loudspeakers, the atmosphere transformed into one of exhilaration and anticipation.

Charlotte swayed her hips rhythmically to the music. The way her red lace bodysuit clung to her curves gave definition to each of her sensual movements. The lights dimmed, casting her skin in a devilish red. Her fiery eyes appeared even more hellish under the light.

Her movements were fluid and suggestive, enthralling the crowd. They danced along, wolf-whistling and applauding. The ballroom buzzed with excitement. Each seductive sway of her voluptuous body drew everyone deeper under her spell.

Her devil’s tail swished behind her, and she laughed along to the encouragement she was receiving. 

As the song finished, there was tortuous applause and whistles, which Charlotte lapped up by blowing kisses to them, reveling in the acclaim. 

Carla and Imogen both gave her congratulations and hugs. 

“Oh my god,” proclaimed Imogen excitedly, “Mom! How in HELL am I supposed to follow that?” 

Everyone laughed. 

Imogen grinned and waved at Josh. Josh nodded and headed for the exit. She waited a moment for the clamor of the crowd to wane before she directed their attention onto me. 

Her voice was clear and confident as she addressed the audience. “Esteemed guests,” she began, “and fellow medical professionals,” she said, nodding at Dr. Lexington who was biting her fingernail mischievously. A sly grin was on her face, as if she was a key collaborator in whatever was about to unfold. 

“As you can see,” continued Imogen, “this patient is clearly deranged. A danger to society. Were she not bound like this, I would fear for all our safeties. Allow me to explain.” She raised her index finger for emphasis. “First, she often talks to herself, a sure sign of a deeper psychological fracture.” 

A shiver of dread went through my spine. It was true I sometimes muttered to myself when I was cleaning, cooking, or generally running Imogen’s errands. I don’t think it’s a big deal. I had no idea Imogen was even paying attention to it. 

A ripple of laughter spread through the audience at the information. 

“Second,” said Imogen, smirking, “she suffers severe social anxiety. I’ve literally observed her trembling just at the thought of engaging with others. What kind of life is that?” 

My chest constricted. It was even harder to breathe in my mask than it already was. Imogen’s words were like daggers to my heart. Yes, I occasionally suffered panic attacks before hanging out with Imogen’s friends, but that was only because of all the mean pranks and cruel jokes Kayla and the others liked to pull on me. 

“Third,” she declared, “This patient often cries herself to sleep at night. Can you imagine? A grown woman?”

A void opened beneath me. I was crying for Mom. Imogen had heard that? 

A voice from the crowd joined in on the fun. “Pretty sure she wets herself too!” It was Kayla.

The quip brought more laughter from the audience. 

I knew my anxieties set me apart. Made me different. But hearing them used to elicit laughter from the person I trusted most in the world to keep my secrets, my best friend, my only friend - I felt like an outsider in my own life, completely exposed and vulnerable. There was nowhere for me to hide. I could have died from the shame. 

Imogen smiled and nodded at Kayla. “But worst of all, her paranoid delusions are gaining power. Just the other week, I saw her using a sweet potato as a romantic partner. She had named it Manuel. What kind of diseased mind would conjure such a thing?” 

Another wave of laughter washed over the crowd, echoing off the walls of the grand ballroom, and burning into my ears. I had only used Manuel like that because Imogen wanted me to. It was a prank. She was really going to use that against me?

Imogen suddenly adopted an expression of faux concern. “Isn’t it a tragedy to see a woman wasting the best years of her life with these mental deficiencies?”

I cried, not that anyone noticed or cared if they did. All around me were laughing and grinning faces. I glanced at Charlotte, holding her hands on her shapely hips as her large bosom rippled with laughter. A horrible thought came to mind. Were these all the reasons Dr. Lexington would claim prevented me from continuing on as Mom’s POA? With Imogen’s testimony, how could a judge not be moved? It was not as if Imogen was saying anything false, even if it was exaggerated. 

“We must take action,” announced Imogen, raising her voice. “Ah, here is my assistant now.” 

Josh returned carrying a metal device with ominous flickering lights, buttons, and dangling metal pads. A portable defibrillator. 

My anxiety spiraled out of control. I struggled and fidgeted, not to play up to the show, but from genuine fear. Surely Imogen would not really go through with this? This was too extreme. 

I whimpered, desperately trying to shout for help, but with my lips compressed by the bars over my mouth, it came out as indecipherable squeals. I looked at Imogen. Pleading with my watery and frightened eyes to help me. 

Imogen smiled back. Her expression was almost gleeful. She turned to her delighted audience, hanging on every word. “Now, this may seem harsh, but trust my word as a medical professional: this is the only way. One simple shock, and we can completely recalibrate her mind. Bring her back from the brink of psychosis.”

There was more laughter, more applause. I continued to struggle and whimper. 

“Go ahead, Joshua,” said Imogen matter-of-factly, folding her arms with a triumphant smirk on her face. 

I tried to plead with him too, but it was no use. I could not fight back verbally or physically. I was completely trapped and helpless. 

Josh positioned himself directly behind me, placing the cold metal pads on either side of my head. The crowd watched intently, their faces bright with anticipation. 

I braced myself for the inevitable pain, clenching my teeth and screaming. 

“Clear!” he announced. 

With a press of a button, the machine whirred to life. A jolt of electricity coursed through the pads and into my head, striking me like a lightning bolt. 

A brutal shock surged through my body. My muscles seized, and a scream tore through my mask, muffled and desperate. My vision blurred, and the world around me distorted. I convulsed. Blood dripped from my nose. My eyes rolled back. 

Everything became a blur - the laughter of the audience, the cheers, the congratulations Imogen received as Kourtney raised her hand in triumph, awarding her the victory. All of it merged into one long nightmare as my frazzled brain struggled for comprehension before blacking out. 
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