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Chapter 1: The Name On The Rail

The GPS quit two miles out. One second it had a road, the next it just spun a blue dot in a gray field, like it had given up on me the same way I'd given up on most things lately. I slowed the car to a crawl and looked for the next sign.

They were nailed to the trees. The first one, back at the turnoff, had been plain wood with neat black letters. WAVERLY LANE. PRIVATE. The next one further in was painted pale yellow with rounded edges. Then a pink one. Then one shaped like a little cloud, the letters fat and soft, almost finger-painted. THIS WAY, GOOD GIRL. ALMOST HOME.

I told myself it was a daycare that used to be here. A craft thing. Somebody's hobby. The agency had called it a live-in care post, full board, generous, immediate start, and I had said yes before they finished the sentence because I had not slept right in four months and my own apartment had three weeks of mail on the floor I could not make myself sort.

That was the thing nobody warned you about burnout. It was not that you could not work. It was that every choice, even one as small as throwing away a flyer, sat on your chest like a wet coat. Somebody else deciding sounded like a vacation.

The trees opened. The house sat at the end of the lane, big and white and quiet, porch lights already on though it was only late afternoon. A woman stood on the steps. She had her hands folded in front of her like she had been folding them a long time.

I parked. The engine ticked as it cooled. I got out and the air hit me cold, way colder than it had been in town, the kind of cold that smelled like cut grass and woodsmoke. Somewhere behind the house a wind chime knocked, slow, four low notes over and over.

"Delia," the woman said. Not a question. She said my name the way you read it off a list you already know by heart.

"That's me." I put my hand out. "You must be the family."

She did not take my hand. She studied it until I lowered it, then looked over the rest of me, top to bottom, slow, the way you look at fruit you are deciding whether to buy. "I'm Sloane," she said. "You can call me Mommy Sloane. We'll get to that."

I laughed. It came out wrong, too high. "Sorry. I think there's been a mix-up. The agency said elder care, or convalescent. A patient."

"There's no mix-up." She came down two steps. She was tall, older than me by maybe fifteen years, hair pinned back, a soft cardigan and a long skirt and flat shoes that made no sound on the wood. Her voice was low and even and it did not go up or down. "You've been driving a long time. You're cold. Come inside before we talk about anything."

I should have stayed by the car. I want to be honest about that, because everything after grows out of this one minute. I had the keys in my hand. The lane was right there. But she turned and walked up the steps like it was settled, like there was no version of this where I did not follow, and my legs just went. After four months of dragging myself through every doorway, it was almost sweet to walk through one because someone else had decided I would.

The house was warm inside. Too warm, the heat turned up like a hospital, and it wrapped around me the second the door shut. Somewhere a clock ticked. The front room had a wingback chair, a low table, a tall doorframe between the hall and the kitchen with marks penciled up the white paint.

"Stand here," Sloane said, at the doorframe.

"I really think I should call the agency."

"You can do that after." She had a pencil. Where had she gotten a pencil. "Back against the wood. Heels too. Chin up for me."

And I did it. I put my back against the frame. I do not have a clean reason. My boss for six years used to make me explain every decision twice and it still never landed, and here was this stranger telling me where to put my heels and there was nothing to explain, nothing to defend, just a wall and a voice. The wood was cool through my shirt. She set the pencil flat on my head and drew a line and the soft drag of it crossed my scalp.

"Step away."

I stepped away and looked. A fresh mark, a date next to it in small round numbers. Above mine were others. Older marks, fainter, different heights. Other people had stood here.

Something cold walked up the back of my neck that had nothing to do with the draft.

"Who else stood here?" I asked.

"Girls who came before you," Sloane said. She said it the way you'd say the weather. "On the scale now. Shoes off."

There was a scale by the chair, an old doctor's kind with the sliding weights. I do not know why I bent and pulled my shoes off. My socks were one black and one navy and she looked at them and something moved at the corner of her mouth and went away. I stepped on. She slid the weights with one finger, click, click, until the bar floated.

"A little underweight," she said. "You haven't been feeding yourself. I can see it around your eyes too." She wrote it down. She was writing it down, in a book, a real cloth-covered book she'd had on the table. "When did you last eat a meal you didn't stand up for?"

My throat went tight. "I don't remember."

"No," she said. "I don't imagine you do." She closed the book on her finger. "Sit. In the chair. I want to see how you sit."

"How I sit?"

"You heard me."

I sat in the wingback. I sat the way I always sat, on the edge, knees together, ready to stand the second somebody needed something. She watched. Then she put one hand flat on my shoulder and pressed, not hard, just steady, until my back hit the cushion and my shoulders came down off my ears for the first time in I could not tell you how long. Her palm was warm. The whole room was warm. The chime kept knocking outside, four notes, slow.

"There," she said, low, right over me. "That's how you sit. You've been holding yourself up like the floor might leave. It won't. Not here."

My eyes stung and I hated it. I am twenty-seven. I run, I ran, a team of eleven people. And I was close to crying because a woman I'd known for six minutes had pushed me into a chair and told me I could stop bracing.

"What is this place," I said, and it came out small.

She crouched in front of me so we were level. Up close her eyes were very pale, very calm, and they did not move off mine. "It's a house where one person makes the decisions and one person gets to stop. You've been the first kind your whole life and it's eating you. I watched you walk in. You followed me through that door like a girl who has wanted somebody to go first for a very long time." She let that sit. The clock ticked. "I'm offering to go first. All the way first. You don't pick the meals, you don't pick the bedtime, you don't pick anything. I do. And in return you get the one thing money never bought you. You get to put it down."

I should have laughed again. I didn't. My pulse was up in my throat and lower, a slow heavy beat between my legs that I had no business feeling, sitting in a stranger's chair while she told me I would not get to choose my own dinner. It came before I wanted it, the way a flush comes, and right behind it the hot prickling shame of it, because what kind of person hears that and goes wet. The part of me that wore a blazer five days a week stood up in the back of my skull and said get your shoes, get in the car, this is insane. My thighs pressed together instead.

"There's a contract," she said, and stood, and the warmth of her went with her. "Standard. You'll sign it before dark."

She put it on the low table. Pages. I bent over them. The heat and the long drive made the words swim, and they were strange words, written backwards from how they should be. Where it should have said the employee agrees, it said the little one agrees. Where it should have said the employer, it said Mommy. The little one agrees to be kept. The little one agrees to bedtime at eight. The little one does not lock doors. The little one does not decide.

"This isn't a job contract," I said.

"No." Sloane held out the pen. "It's better. A job uses you up and sends you home empty. This one fills you back in." Her voice dropped, warm and flat and sure. "You will do exactly as I say. Every day, from the minute you wake to the minute I put you down. Say it back so I know you heard the shape of it."

"I do exactly as you say," I said. My own voice sounded far away.

"Good girl."

Those two words went through me like the heat in the room, and settled low. My face went hot. I had been called good in performance reviews and it had never once landed below my chin, and now two soft words from a stranger had my hips shifting on the cushion. I gripped the pen.

I want to tell you I read the rest. I read the first page and a half. By then she had moved around behind the chair and put both hands on my shoulders, thumbs at the back of my neck, working slow circles into muscle that had been knotted since spring, and the part of my brain that read fine print just dimmed like a light on a switch. My head dropped forward. A sound came out of me I had not made in years, low, almost a whimper, and the shame of it flooded me and somehow only made the heat worse.

"That's it," she murmured against my hair. Her thumbs pressed up under my skull. "Feel how much you've been carrying. You can give it to me. Sign your name, baby."

I signed. Delia, just Delia, my hand shaking, the pen skating. The second the ink dried she took the book and the pen away and there was nothing left in my hands at all.

"Stand up," she said.

I stood. My knees were loose. She turned me by the hips to face her and looked at me again, that fruit-buying look, except now there was something underneath it, something that had warmed up.

"You're soaked through with stress," she said. "I can smell it on you. Tense as a wire. We're going to take the edge off tonight before anything else, because I won't have you lying in my house wound up like this." She tipped my chin up with one finger. "Has anyone touched you since you fell apart?"

"No," I whispered. The truth of it was humiliating. Four months. Not even my own hand most nights, too tired, too flat.

"No," she repeated, and there was something almost tender in how she said it, and something not tender at all. "Then you're going to come for me right here, standing up, the first thing you do under my roof, so you learn early who that body answers to now."

"I don't, I can't just," I started, and her hand was already at the front of my jeans, flicking the button, and the brush of her knuckles on my stomach killed the rest of the sentence. The clock ticked. The chime knocked. Her hand slid down inside, over my underwear first, just pressing the flat of two fingers against me through the cotton, and I was already wet, embarrassingly wet, I felt it soak through to her fingertips and so did she.

"Look at that." Her mouth was at my ear, voice low and even, never once speeding up. "All that talk and you're dripping. The big capable girl, ruined from a chair and a kind word." Her fingers pushed the cotton aside and found me bare and slick and I jolted. "Hold still. You don't get to squirm away. You signed."

Two fingers slid through the wet and circled my clit and my whole body lurched. I grabbed her cardigan with both fists. She did not move me off. She just kept that slow flat circle going, patient, like she had all night, like my legs were not already shaking.

"Please," I said, and did not even know what I was asking for.

"Please what."

"I don't, I don't know, please."

"You'll learn the words." Her free arm came around my back and held me up, all of me, my full weight against her forearm while her other hand worked me. "For now you can just be a needy little thing that comes when she's told. That's all you have to be tonight." The pad of her finger pressed harder, faster now, a tight wet circle, and the heat that had been pooling all afternoon climbed fast and mean. "There. I can feel you clenching on nothing. Go on. Come for Mommy. Right now."

The order did it. I came on her hand standing up in a stranger's front room, a hard ugly clench that bent me forward into her shoulder, my breath punching out in little broken sounds I could not stop. She held me through it, every twitch, her fingers slowing but not stopping, dragging it out, until I was shaking and gasping into her neck and trying to pull her hand away.

"No," she said, and kept going, light now, right over the swollen oversensitive nub, and I cried out. "One more. You've got one more in you and you're going to give it to me before I let you breathe."

"I can't, it's too much, I just," I babbled, and she pressed two fingers flat and hard and circled fast and my too-much flipped over into a second crest so quick it scared me, my hips bucking into her hand on their own, no permission asked, my brain just white and gone. I heard myself whining, high and wrecked, nothing like the woman who'd parked the car. Cannot stop. Too much. Her hand. The second one tore through me and I sagged and she took my whole weight, easy, like she'd done it before.

For a long moment there was just my breathing and the clock and the chime and her warm palm going still against me.

"There's my good girl," she said softly, and slid her hand free, and she wiped her fingers, slow, on my bare hip, marking me. "That's better. Wound a little looser now."

I could not look at her. My face was burning. I had come twice in under ten minutes for a woman I'd known less than an hour, in a house with other girls' heights penciled on the wall, after signing something I had not read that called me the little one.

She fixed my jeans for me, buttoned them, smoothed my shirt down like I could not be trusted to dress myself, and the strange part, the thing I keep coming back to, is that I let her, and it was a relief.

"It's nearly five," she said, picking up her book again, the cloth one with my weight and my height and now my name in it. "You'll have a bath, then supper, then I'll show you your room. We don't keep late hours in this house." She looked at me over the cover, calm, certain, already turning toward the hall. "Bring your bag in from the car. Leave the keys on the hook by the door."

I went out into the cold for my bag. The lane stretched away gray under the trees, the soft painted signs glowing in the last light, ALMOST HOME, and my car sat right there with a full tank, pointed the right way, nothing stopping me at all.

I brought the bag in. I hung the keys on the hook.


Chapter 2: Bottle Before Coffee

The chalk squeaked against the wall, and Mommy Sloane read it out loud like it was scripture.

"Seven o'clock, bottle. Half past, bath. Nine, floor time. Eleven, snack. Noon, nap." She tapped each line with one finger as she moved down the list. The kitchen wall was painted matte black from the counter to the ceiling, all of it covered in white chalk in her round, neat hand. A grid. Days across the top. Hours down the side. My name in every box.

"That's a care schedule," I said. "For a client. That's literally the job I applied for."

"Mm."

"I run a household. I keep a timetable. I did this for two years for a man with early dementia, I have references, I drove four hours to do exactly this. So let me do it." I picked up the coffee pot. My hands were steady. I was proud of that. "I'll make us both a cup and we can go over the actual duties, because I think there's been a mix up about who is, you know, the staff here."

She didn't argue. That was what got me. She just watched me hold the pot.

I'd slept badly. The crib with my name on the rail had kept me up half the night, lying flat on top of the covers in my own clothes with my shoes on, telling myself I'd sort it out in the morning like an adult. Sort out the misunderstanding. The salary was real. The contract was real, eighteen months, signed, with a number on it that made my chest go tight every time I let myself look. I owed nine thousand on a card. I owed my sister. I'd quit a job that ate me alive and I had forty one dollars and a car that pulled left.

So I needed this. I'd decided that in the dark. Whatever this was, I needed the money, and I could manage one strange rich woman with a strange hobby. I'd done harder.

"Coffee," I said again, and turned the pot over the mug.

Nothing came out. I'd filled it. I'd watched it fill. I shook it and a single brown drop hit the ceramic.

Mommy Sloane was already at the counter. She must have moved while I was reading the wall, and she was fast for a woman who never hurried. She set a bottle down in front of me. Glass, with a wide rubber nipple, the kind you'd warm in a pot. It was full of milk, and the milk was warm enough that the glass had gone foggy.

"Bottle before coffee," she said. "It's on the wall."

I laughed. It came out wrong, too high. "I'm not drinking that."

"You don't have to drink it standing up." She pulled out a chair. Not a chair. The chair. I hadn't clocked it when I came in, my eyes too busy on the wall, but it was a high chair, white wood, adult sized, with a wide tray and a strap across the front and two more at the shoulders. Sanded smooth. Built for a grown woman to sit in and not get out of.

My stomach dropped.

"That's a no," I said. "That's a hard no, Sloane, I think we need to back this all the way up, because I am here to work."

"You are working." She said it so gently it stopped me. No edge to it. She wasn't fighting me. She was just stating the weather. "Your work is this. Sitting here. Letting me feed you. You'll find it's much harder than the other thing, the timetables and the references. Anyone can keep a list." She pulled the chair out another inch. "Come sit down before the milk goes cold. Cold milk upsets your tummy."

The word landed in the wrong place in me. Tummy. My face went hot and I hated it.

"I haven't agreed to any of this."

"You signed the agreement."

"I signed an employment contract."

"You signed my agreement," she said, and she finally smiled, and the smile was kind, which was the worst part. "Did you read all of it? Eighteen months. You read the number. I watched your face when you read the number." She wasn't wrong. "The rest was right under it. The hours. The Day Book. What I provide and what you give up. You wanted someone to decide. You wrote that in your application, in the box for why do you want this position. You wrote, I'm tired of deciding."

I had written that. At two in the morning, drunk on cheap wine, sure no one would read it.

"That's not what I meant."

"I know exactly what you meant," she said. "Sit down, Delia."

And I sat down.

I don't have a clean reason for it. My legs did it before the rest of me caught up. There was no hand on me, no raised voice, no threat. She just stood there being completely certain, the way a wall is certain, the way the ground is, and my body went toward the certain thing because I was so tired of holding my own weight. I told myself I was sitting to end the argument. I told myself a lot of things while she clicked the tray into place and the strap closed across my middle with a soft snick.

The tray pinned me. I gave it one push to test it. It didn't move.

"Good girl," she said, and that went through me like a hot wire, straight down, somewhere I did not want it to go. I clamped my thighs together on the seat and felt the thick crinkle there for the first time.

I went still.

I hadn't dressed myself, not really. I'd woken and there'd been the soft shorts laid out on the chair by the crib, and I'd been so foggy and so determined to get downstairs and fix this that I'd pulled them on without thinking, and now, pinned in the chair with my legs together, I understood what was under them. Thick. Heavy. White, I knew it was white without looking. It crinkled when I shifted and the sound was huge in the quiet kitchen, obscene, a crackle of plastic between my legs that I had been walking around in all morning while I argued about references.

"You put a diaper on me," I said. My voice had gone thin.

"You put it on yourself." She picked up the bottle. "I just left it where you'd find it. You're very good at doing what's in front of you, Delia. That's why this will work."

"Take it off."

"After your bath. It's on the wall."

She tipped the bottle toward my mouth. I turned my head. Childish. I knew it was childish even as I did it, and that knowing was its own kind of shame, because I was twenty seven and strapped into a chair turning my face away from a bottle like the thing I kept insisting I was not.

She didn't force it. She waited. She had nothing but time, and she let me feel that she had it, the patience coming off her like heat off a stove, until the waiting itself was unbearable, until turning my head felt more ridiculous than just opening my mouth.

"It gets so much easier when you stop," she said, soft. "The fighting is the only hard part. You're making it hard. Open."

I opened.

The nipple settled on my tongue and the milk came, warm, thick, sweet. Too sweet. There was something in it, vanilla maybe, and something underneath the vanilla that I couldn't name, a faint green herb smell that I breathed in with every pull. The smell got into the back of my nose and stayed. I drank because the alternative was wearing it. I drank and my eyes filled up and spilled over and I let them, because my hands were trapped under the tray and I couldn't wipe my own face.

"There she is," Mommy Sloane murmured. She caught a tear off my cheek with her thumb and wiped it on her apron like it was nothing, like I leaked tears for her to clean all the time. "Big feelings on the first morning. That's normal. You drink your bottle and have your cry and Mommy will take care of the rest."

Mommy. She'd said it about herself. Not Sloane. Mommy will take care of it. The word should have been a joke. It landed in me like a key in a lock I didn't know I had, and I cried harder, and I kept drinking, and underneath the crying my body was doing something I had no permission for.

The strap was snug across my belly. Every time I sobbed, it pressed. Every time I shifted to ease it, the diaper crinkled and bunched and there was a thickness right between my legs that pressed back, and my clit, swollen without my say so, ground against the bulk of it. I went still again to stop it. Staying still was worse. Staying still left me sitting in the press of it with nothing to do but feel how good the pressure was and how much I hated that it was good.

She watched my face the whole time. I think she knew. She knew before I did.

"You're squeezing your legs," she said.

"I'm not."

"It's all right if you do." She set the empty bottle down. I hadn't noticed I'd drained it. "It's all right if it feels nice. That's the whole point, sweetheart. Comfort. We don't have to pretend it isn't there." She put one hand flat on the tray and leaned in so her face was level with mine, close, and her perfume reached me, clean, powdery, something with milk and almond in it, and under it the warm smell of her own skin. "Are you going to tell me you don't want to be here? After that?"

"I want my coffee," I whispered. It was the only piece of the old me I could find.

"I know you do." She undid the shoulder straps. Left the tray. Left me pinned at the waist. "Tell me what you are right now."

"What?"

"Out loud. You're a smart girl, you know what you are sitting in. Say it for me and I'll think about the coffee."

My jaw locked. The herb smell sat at the back of my throat. The bulk between my legs was so warm now, warm from my own body heat, and I'd shifted onto it without deciding to, a slow rock, an inch forward and back that the chair hid and the tray hid but she could see, she could see everything.

"I'm in a diaper," I said. Barely a sound.

"Good. The whole thing."

"I'm a grown woman sitting in a wet" I stopped. "It's not wet."

"It will be," she said, calm as anything. "You drank a full bottle. It always is by bath time. You'll learn the rhythm." She reached under the tray, unhurried, and pressed two fingers flat against the front of the diaper, against the seam of me through all that thickness, and held them there. "Right now you're just a little girl who can't sit still on her own bottom. Aren't you. Say it."

The press was light. The press was nothing. The press was the only thing in the world. I ground down onto her fingers through the diaper before I could stop, a hard helpless little roll of my hips, and the diaper crinkled loud and my mouth fell open.

"Say it," she said again. Not louder. She never got louder. That was the thing that took me apart, the gravity of her, no force in it anywhere, just a weight I kept falling toward.

"I can't sit still." It broke coming out. "I'm a, oh god, I'm a little girl who can't sit still."

"There it is." She started to move her fingers. Slow circles through the diaper, two fingers, finding the swell of my clit through all that padding and rubbing it in tight little turns that the bulk made soft and unbearable at once. "You've been grinding on this since I strapped you in. I watched you do it. So proud, telling me about your references, soaking wet for me the whole time." Her voice stayed warm. "Filthy thing. Look at you go."

"Stop." I didn't mean it. We both knew I didn't mean it. My hips were chasing her hand, rolling up into the heel of it, the diaper squelching faint and warm, the sound climbing.

"Hold still," she said. "This is for your own good."

She pressed harder. Pinned me. One broad hand flat on my belly over the strap, the other working me through the diaper, slow and certain and not stopping no matter how I bucked, and I couldn't close my legs because the chair held them open, couldn't push her off because the tray held my arms, couldn't do anything but sit in it and take it while the warmth built to a point right under her fingers.

"I can't," I said. "I can't, please."

"You can. You will. Little girls don't get to choose." She leaned her weight on me. The strap dug in. "You come when Mommy rubs you, that's all you're for this morning. Go on. Mess yourself for me."

The heat snapped. I went over it grinding into her hand with the diaper crackling and my own slick soaking hot into the thickness of it, my cry bouncing off the black wall, my whole body clamping down on nothing while she held me down and rubbed me through every second of it.

"That's one," she said.

She didn't stop.

"No, wait, I just" My voice was gone. She pressed two fingers down on the soaked seam of me and ground them in circles on the wet, swollen, oversensitive ache of my clit through the diaper and I shook so hard the high chair knocked against the floor. "Too much. Too much, it's too much."

"I'll decide what's too much." Calm. Patient. Immovable. "You drank your bottle so nicely. You're going to give me a few more before your bath. Keep your legs open for Mommy."

I couldn't have closed them. The chair did that. She did that. I sat strapped and spread with my face soaked and my hips jerking up into her hand against my own will, a second one already cresting because she wouldn't let the first finish before she dragged the next one up out of me, the warm wet bulk pressed and ground against me, the smell of milk and almond and my own arousal thick in the air, and somewhere far underneath I could still hear myself, the part of me that had driven four hours with references in a folder, screaming that this was insane, that I should be standing, that I make the timetables, I don't live inside them.

That part got quieter every time I came.

"That's two," she said, and pushed me up toward three with her thumb, slow now, dragging it out, watching my face like she was reading it. "Tell me what you are."

"Your" I sobbed. "Yours. I'm yours."

"My little girl."

"Your little girl."

"Good." She finally eased off, two fingers resting still and heavy on the ruined warmth of me while I shuddered down, hiccuping, wet faced, the diaper soaked through and sagging now, heavy between my open thighs in a way I'd feel every second until she changed it. "See how much easier that was than the coffee."

She wiped her fingers on the front of the diaper. Stood. Unlatched the tray. I didn't move. I sat there spread in the high chair with my whole body humming and ringing and my mind blessedly, horribly empty, and I let her wipe my face with the corner of her apron.

"Bath's at half past," she said, checking the wall, the chalk grid, my name in the box. "You're behind. That's all right. We'll catch up." She picked the chalk off its little ledge and drew a neat tick beside seven o'clock, bottle, done, in her round white hand.

Then she put the chalk back, exactly where it had been, and held out her hand to help me stand, and the soaked diaper shifted heavy and warm between my legs as I rose, and I took her hand, and I let her lead me up the stairs toward the door of a bathroom I had not seen yet, toward water and whatever rule came after the water, already counting, without meaning to, how many hours were left on the wall.


Chapter 3: Bedtime Is Not Negotiable

The gravel bit into my bare feet before I even reached the car. I had the door handle in both hands, yanking, my whole weight thrown back, and the thing would not give. Locked. Every door locked. I rounded the hood and tried the passenger side and then the back, and the orchard just ate the sound of me rattling a dead car in the gray light, row after row of apple trees standing there like they had seen this before.

My breath came out in clouds. I was in the cotton nightgown she had put me in, no bra, the thick diaper bunched warm between my thighs and crinkling with every step I took, and I hated that it was louder than my own panic. I pressed my forehead to the cold window and looked at the ignition. No keys. Of course no keys. I had handed them over myself, three days ago, smiling, thinking I was being polite.

That was the part that turned my stomach. Nobody dragged me out here. I drove. I followed the little map she emailed, I parked in this exact spot, I walked up to that door with my own suitcase.

I ran for the gate.

It was a long driveway and the gravel chewed my soles raw and I did not care. The gate was iron, taller than me, and there was a keypad bolted to the post with a small green light glowing. I jabbed numbers. My birthday. Random fours and zeros. The light stayed green and the gate stayed shut and I gripped the bars and shook them and nothing happened except my arms gave out.

Beyond the gate the road ran off into more trees. Miles of it. No house in sight, no car, nothing but the white morning and the smell of wet grass and rotting windfall apples.

"You'll cut your feet."

She was on the porch. Sloane, in a robe the color of oatmeal, a mug in her hand, watching me the way you watch a kettle you already know is going to boil. Calm. Settled into the morning like she had hours.

"Open the gate," I said.

"Come inside. It's cold."

"Open the gate, Sloane. I want my phone. I want my keys. I'm leaving."

She took a sip. "Your phone is in the office. It's being kept safe. You kept dropping it in the bath water, sweetheart, it isn't good for it."

"I didn't drop it. You took it."

"Come up here before someone steps on a stone and cries about it all afternoon."

I walked back up the drive because there was nowhere else to walk. My feet were stinging and my eyes were stinging and the diaper sagged with each step, heavy and warm, shifting against me, and I wanted to claw it off and throw it in her face. I stopped at the bottom of the porch steps.

"This was a job," I said. My voice cracked down the middle. "I answered a listing. Live-in carer. That's what it said. Room and board and a salary."

"It did say that." She set her mug on the rail. "Come up."

"Then where's the contract? The real one. Show me what I signed."

Something moved at the edge of her mouth. Not a smile. She turned and went into the house, and I followed because I needed to see it, and that need walked me right back through the door I had been trying to get out of.

The office was the one room I had not been allowed in. She unlocked it with a key from her robe pocket and there was a desk and a filing cabinet and a steel box on a shelf with a small padlock, and I knew without being told that my phone was in there. She opened a drawer and laid a folder on the desk and stepped back.

"Read it. Take your time. You like reading things, you told me that. It relaxes you."

I flipped it open, my hands not steady.

The top sheet had my signature at the bottom. My actual signature, the one I sign on bank forms, the loops I have made ten thousand times. Above it, in a clean serif font, were words I had skimmed in a coffee shop while a barista called someone's name, words I had not read because the salary line looked good and I was so tired, so bone tired of deciding things, that handing my hours to someone else had felt like lying down.

Restorative Residency Agreement. Voluntary. The resident consents to a graduated dependency schedule administered at the sole discretion of the caregiver. The resident agrees to surrender personal effects, electronic devices, and means of egress for the duration of the program. The resident acknowledges that the program's benefit depends upon the removal of the resident's authority over daily decisions, including but not limited to diet, dress, toileting, and sleep.

There was a table. A schedule. Week one, supervised meals. Week two, assisted dress and bath. Week three, full toileting care. It went down the page in neat rows, each week handing over one more thing I used to do for myself, and I had initialed every single line. D. D. D. My own hand.

"I didn't read this," I said.

"No," Sloane agreed. "You signed it anyway. Which tells me everything I need to know about how badly you wanted someone else to be in charge."

"This isn't legal."

"It's a private arrangement between two adults who both put their names on it." She came around the desk and stood close, close enough to smell the bergamot of her tea, the warmth coming off her skin. "You can be angry at me if it helps. But I'm not the one who didn't read the paper, am I."

My throat closed. I looked at the schedule again, all those tidy boxes, and the worst of it was not the trap. The worst of it was the quiet pull in my chest that wanted to climb into those boxes and stay, that had wanted it from the first email, and I had driven four hours to feel exactly this and now I was crying about getting it.

She lifted my chin with one finger. "There it is," she said. "Stop fighting the part of you that drove here."

I pulled my face out of her hand and walked out. She let me go. She did not chase. That was the thing I could not stand, that she never hurried, like she already owned the ending and was just letting me run around inside it.

I did not eat the lunch she set in front of me. I sat in the high chair because there was nowhere else low enough to sit at that table and I refused the spoon and she did not force it. I sat in the window seat all afternoon plotting the orchard, counting trees, telling myself I could walk out at night, miles or not. By evening my feet ached and the cuts had scabbed and I had a plan and the plan was: wait until she sleeps, find a window, walk.

She ran the bath at seven. I let her, because I was filthy from the gravel, and I told myself it meant nothing that the warm water on my torn feet made me go soft and quiet while she washed my back with a cloth. She powdered me on the changing mat after and taped me into a fresh diaper, thick, the front of it printed pale pink, and I lay there and stared at the ceiling and let her, because every hour I cooperated was an hour closer to her going to sleep.

The crib was in the corner of the nursery with the rail up. She lowered it, lifted me in like I weighed nothing, and raised the rail again and the latch clicked.

"Bedtime is seven thirty," she said. "Lights go to the night setting. I'll be just down the hall."

"Fine," I said, sweet as I could manage. "Goodnight."

She paused at the door. She knew. I could tell, the way her head tilted, but she only switched off the lamp and went.

I counted to a thousand. Then another thousand. The house ticked and settled. When I was sure, I worked my fingers through the slats, found the latch, and eased it loose, and the rail came down with a soft clack, and I swung one leg over the side.

The hall light came on.

She was already there. Of course she was already there. She stood in the doorway in her robe, arms folded, not surprised, not even annoyed, just present in a way that made my skin crawl.

"Out of the crib," she said. Flat.

"I'm not tired."

"That isn't the question. The question is whether it's bedtime. It is."

"I'm a grown woman, Sloane, I'll decide when I sleep."

"You do not get to decide that anymore." She said it the way you'd state the weather. She crossed the room and I scrambled back against the far rail and she got an arm under me and lifted, and I kicked, and it did nothing. She set me on the changing mat on my back and pinned my wrist with one hand, not hard, just there, just heavier than me.

"Here's the one rule in this house," she said, leaning over me, her face close, her voice dropped low and even. "Everything else can bend. Meals can be late. You can sulk through your bottle. But bedtime is not negotiable, and when you climb out, I put you back to sleep my way."

"Your way," I said, and my voice came out thinner than I wanted.

She reached to the shelf and brought down a wand, the big white kind with the round head, and a cord she plugged into the wall. My stomach dropped and clenched at once.

"No," I said. "That's not, you can't just."

"I can. You signed the line about sleep." She thumbed it on and it hummed low. "Worn-out little girls sleep. So I'm going to wear you out."

She pressed the head of it to the front of the diaper, right where it sat over my clit, and turned it up.

The buzz drove straight through the diaper and my hips came off the mat before my brain caught up. I grabbed her wrist with my free hand and pushed and she did not move an inch.

"Stop," I said. "Sloane, stop, I don't, I don't want."

"Your mouth says that." She ground the wand in a slow circle and the warm bulk of the diaper pressed and dragged against me, rubbing where I was already slick, a faint wet sound under the buzz, and the shame of it lit me up worse than the wand did. "The rest of you is soaking through. Listen to yourself."

"I'm not."

"You are. You're a wet little thing humping a vibrator through your diaper while you tell me no." Her voice never rose. "Say it. Tell me what you are."

"No."

She turned it up another notch and I lost the no in my throat. My back arched and the diaper shoved up hard against my clit, swollen and aching now, the diaper sagging heavy between my spread thighs, and she held the wand pinned there and would not let it drift, and my hips chased it without my say-so, rolling up into it, the crinkle of the diaper loud and obscene in the dark room.

"There she is," Sloane murmured. "There's the girl who drove four hours for this. Go on. Come for me. You don't get to fight your way out of bedtime. You get to come until you can't keep your eyes open."

"Please," I said, and I did not even know what I was asking for, stop or more, the words had stopped meaning their old things.

"Please what."

"Please, I'm gonna, I can't."

"You can. Soak it. Let me feel you do it." She drove the wand in tight circles and the diaper squelched against me and the heat built low and mean and fast, faster than I wanted, my whole body tightening around nothing, and I broke.

It tore through me and I cried out and my hips locked up off the mat and I came, grinding into the wet diaper, the wand still buzzing right on top of it, my thighs shaking around the bulk of the diaper. I was still coming when she said "That's one," and did not move the wand.

"Off, take it off, I did it, please." My voice was wrecked.

"You decided to get out of your crib. So we're going to do this until you stop deciding things." She kept the head pressed to my swollen clit through the soaked diaper and the overstimulation went sharp and white and I sobbed and clawed at her wrist and she let me claw, immovable, the buzz dragging me right back up the second I thought it was done.

"Too much, it's too much."

"I know. Climb the rail next time and find out it's still too much." She ground it down and the diaper mashed against me, slick and heavy and warm, that wet noise louder now, and my body betrayed me again, the ache flipping back over into that build, and I hated her and I hated the part of me that pushed up into the wand looking for it.

"That's it," she said. "Give me another. Say what you are while you do it."

"I'm." My mouth wouldn't work right. "I'm your."

"My what."

"Your little girl. Mommy, please, I'm your little girl, I can't stop, I can't."

"No, you can't." Her voice gentled and that was worse, the softness while she wrung me out. "Good. Come again. Right now."

I came again with her name in my mouth, the wrong name, Mommy, breaking apart on the changing mat with my legs splayed and the diaper soaked through and crinkling, the second one rolling straight out of the first so I couldn't tell where it ended, my brain gone quiet and white and empty, just the buzz and the warm wet weight and her hand on my wrist holding me down through it.

"That's two," she said. "One more and you sleep."

"I can't do another." Tears ran sideways into my hair. "I can't, please, please, no more."

"You can and you will, because I said three, and in this house that settles it." She shifted the wand a fraction, found the spot, and pinned it there. My oversensitive clit screamed under it and my hips jerked and there was nowhere to go, the rail at my head, her weight at my side, the heavy soaked diaper holding the toy right where it wrecked me. "Last one. Big girl. Show me you mean to sleep."

It built slower this time, dragged out, every nerve raw and protesting, my body twitching, a high thin sound coming out of me that I did not recognize as mine. She talked me through it low and steady, that's my girl, almost, let it take you, and I stopped fighting her wrist. My hand opened. My fingers found her sleeve and held on instead of pushing, and that was the moment something in me went over the edge that had nothing to do with the wand.

The third one came up out of my feet. It shook me head to toe and I gushed into the ruined diaper, clenching around nothing, my mouth open and no sound coming out, and I rode it grinding up into her and the wand and the wet heavy diaper, and when it finally let go of me I went limp all at once, boneless, soaked, hollowed out.

She switched the wand off. The room dropped into quiet. I was crying, but it had changed shape on the way down, the fight gone out of it.

She unhooked the toy and set it aside, then peeled the soaked diaper away and cleaned me with a warm cloth, slow, and I let her lift my hips and tape a fresh one on, and I did not say one word about it. My eyes were already heavy. The fight had cost me everything and so had the coming, and the empty quiet after felt like the first real rest I'd had in months.

"Up we go." She lifted me and laid me back in the crib and pulled the blanket to my chin. The rail went up. The latch clicked. This time I did not reach for it.

"You'll cry about this in the morning," she said, smoothing my damp hair off my forehead. "And you'll still be here. Those two things are both true, and you'll get used to them living together."

I lay there in the dark with my body still humming and my feet still aching from the gravel and the slow horrible understanding settling over me that I had not lost the keys. I had given them away on purpose, to her, to this, because I could not stand to hold them anymore.

Somewhere down the hall a door opened and closed. Then her footsteps, going up. Not down to her own room. Up, to the second floor, to the one door at the top of the house she kept locked, the one she had never once explained.

I listened to her climb, and I wondered, for the first time, what she did up there.


Chapter 4: The Afternoon Rest

The star light clicked over, and a new shape slid across the ceiling. A moon, then a fish, then something that might have been a duck if I squinted. The little motor inside it whirred low. I had counted the shapes go around four times now, and I was supposed to be asleep.

I was not asleep. I lay on my back in the crib with the blanket up to my chest and the diaper thick and warm between my legs, and I stared at the moving lights like they could tell me how many days it had been.

Six, I thought. Maybe seven. The numbers had started to slip.

That was the part that scared me. Not the gate code I could not crack, not the keys Mommy Sloane kept somewhere I had stopped looking for. It was that I had quit checking the clock on the wall by the door. I used to track every hour. Now the day came at me in soft pieces: the warm bottle in the morning, the walk in the garden after, the mush she spooned into me at noon, the rest after lunch. Someone else owned the hours. And my shoulders had dropped. My jaw had stopped aching. I hated how good that felt.

The duck went around again.

I had not had to decide one single thing today. Not what to wear, not what to eat, not when to pee, not even when to close my eyes. A week ago that would have made me claw the walls. Today my body sank into the mattress like it had been waiting its whole life for someone to take the wheel.

I shifted, and the diaper crinkled under me, loud in the quiet room. The sound used to make my face burn. It still did. But now under the burn there was a low pull, a heavy ache between my hips that I did not want to name. I pressed my thighs together and the diaper squashed warm against me and the ache got worse.

Stop, I told myself. You are not going to do this. You are a grown woman who ran a department of nineteen people. You signed a contract you did not read. You do not get wet from a diaper.

My hips rolled once on their own. Just once. Slow, against the warm bulk.

The door opened.

Mommy Sloane stood there in her gray dress with her hair pinned back, calm the way a wall is calm. She had a cup of tea in one hand. Her eyes went straight to me, to the way my knees had drifted open under the blanket, and she did not say anything for a long moment. She just looked.

"You are not resting," she said.

"I can't sleep." My voice came out small and I hated it. "I'm not tired."

"Rest is not a request, Delia." She set the tea down on the dresser. "It is on the timetable. The timetable does not care whether you feel tired."

"I've been lying here for an hour."

"Forty minutes." She crossed the room. Her steps made no sound on the rug. "And you have been wiggling and sighing the whole time, fussing like you want me to come in here. So here I am."

Heat crawled up my neck. "I wasn't trying to make you come in."

"No?" She reached the crib rail and looked down at me, and one corner of her mouth moved. "Your legs are open. The blanket is on the floor. You are rubbing yourself on your diaper like a little thing that does not even know it is doing it." She let that sit. "You knew I would come."

I grabbed for the blanket. It was tangled at my feet, out of reach, and clawing for it bent me up and made the diaper press harder, and a sound came out of me I did not mean to make. Thin. Needy.

She heard it. Of course she heard it.

"There," she said. "That is the truth of you, right there in that little noise."

"Please just let me get up." I sat up against the rail, the diaper crackling. "I'll do the rest later. I'll be good for the evening one, I promise, just let me walk around, I can't lie still, I feel like I'm going to come out of my skin."

"Fussing." She lowered the side rail with a smooth clack. "We have a way of handling fussing. You learned the bedtime rule the hard way two nights ago. Now you will learn the rest-time one."

She climbed onto the mattress with me. The crib dipped under her weight. I scrambled back and my shoulders hit the headboard and there was nowhere to go. She was not fast and she was not rough. She just moved, certain, like water finding the low spot, and then her hands were on my ankles and she pulled me flat down the mattress until I was on my back again under her.

"Wait," I said. "Wait, what are you doing."

"Settling you." She knelt over my hips. Her hand came to rest flat on the front of the diaper, on the thick warm bulge of it, and pressed. "You cannot lie still because you are wound up. You have been wound up for days. So we are going to take care of that, and then you are going to sleep."

Her palm rocked against the diaper. The diaper rocked against me. The ache lit up all at once, a deep hot throb that ran from my belly to my knees, and my back came up off the mattress.

"No," I said, but my hips chased her hand. "No, that's, you can't, I don't, that's not."

"Look at you," she said. Soft. Almost kind. "You want this more than you will admit."

I shook my head against the mattress. My face was on fire. Because she was right, and the rightness of it was worse than anything she could do with her hands. I was twenty-seven years old and I was pinned in a crib with a warm diaper between my legs and a woman pressing it into my clit, and my whole body had gone liquid and willing and I could not make it stop.

"Say it," she said. Her hand kept that slow rock going, grinding the soft thick front of the diaper in a circle. "Tell me what you are."

"I'm not." My voice broke. "I'm not anything."

"You are wet. And not just where I put you in this diaper." She pressed harder and a wet sound came from the diaper, an obscene squelch, and a sick lurch hit me, some of that was me, I had soaked through into it on my own. "You hear that? That is you. That is how much you want it. So say it."

"Please." I was rolling my hips up into her hand now, openly, shameless, chasing the pressure. "Please don't make me say it."

"Then I will stop." Her hand lifted off.

A whine tore out of my throat before I could stop it, my hips lifting into empty air, hunting for her palm.

She watched me do it. She watched me beg with my body while my mouth stayed shut, and her face did not change.

"No," I gasped. "No, don't, please, put it back, I'll say it."

"Say it."

"I want it." It came out in a rush, hot and ashamed and so much truer than I wanted. "I want it, okay, I want you to, I can't think, I just want you to."

"Good girl." Her hand came back down, flat and heavy on the diaper, and I sobbed in relief. "That was not so hard. Now you keep talking. You tell me every filthy thing while I take care of you, or I take my hand away again."

She ground the thick bulk against my clit, slow circles, and the squelch of it got louder, wetter, the soaked diaper squashing and dragging. My hands found the crib bars over my head and held on.

"I can't," I panted. "I can't talk, I can't, it's, oh god, it's too."

"You can." She tugged the front tape loose with her free hand and peeled the diaper down off my hips, and the warm wet air hit my bare cunt and I keened. "There you are. Soaked. Look how swollen you are. All that for a diaper and a nap."

Two of her fingers slid through the slick of me, root to clit, and the squelch this time was all skin. I jerked. She did it again, watching my face, and on the third pass she pushed them into me, deep, curling, and the heel of her hand rode my clit.

"Oh," I said. "Oh, oh, that's." My hips were grinding down onto her hand now, working themselves on her fingers, and I could not keep my voice in anymore. "Don't stop, please, please don't stop, I'll be good, I'll do the rest time, I'll do anything."

"I know you will." Her fingers fucked into me slow and thorough, knuckle deep, and the wet noise of it filled the room. "Because this is what you came here for, underneath all that fighting. To not have to choose. To be put down for a nap and made to come and tucked back in. Say it. Say you like being decided for."

"I like it." The shame of it cracked my voice clean in half and the crack felt like coming undone. "I like it, I like being told, I like not having to, I hate that I like it, please, Mommy, please."

The word fell out of me before I knew it was coming. Mommy. I had not called her that on purpose, not once, not in six days of holding the line.

Her whole hand stilled.

Then she pushed a third finger in, stretching me wide, and she leaned down over me so her face was close to mine. "There it is," she breathed. "There is the thing you swore you would never give me. You just did. You gave it away rubbing yourself raw on a diaper."

I turned my face into my own arm. I could not look at her. The wave was building low and hard and I could not have stopped it if the house burned down around us.

"Eyes on me." Her clean hand caught my chin and turned my face back. "You will look at me while you come. You will not hide. Now thank me."

"Thank you," I gasped, hips bucking, her three fingers buried and working. "Thank you, thank you, I'm gonna, I'm."

"You come when I say." Her thumb found my clit and pressed. "Not yet."

"I can't hold it, I can't, please."

"Hold it."

I held it. I do not know how. Every muscle in me shook with the holding, sweat sliding down my temple, her fingers curling against the spot inside me that made my vision go white at the edges, and I held it because she told me to, and the holding was its own kind of falling.

"Please," I whispered. "Please let me. Please, Mommy."

"Now," she said. "Come for me. Good girl."

I came so hard I bit down on a scream. My whole body clamped around her fingers, clenching and clenching, slick gushing down over her hand and my own thighs, and she did not stop, she fucked me right through it, dragging it longer, the wet sounds obscene and loud and mine.

"That's one," she said. "Keep going."

"No, wait." I was shaking, oversensitive, twitching around her. "Wait, that's, I can't do another, it's too much."

"You can and you will." Her thumb went back to my clit, fast now, and the second one started climbing before the first had even let go of me. "You wanted to be decided for. I have decided you give me two."

The second crested hard and fast and mean, ripped out of me while I was still raw from the first, and I sobbed through it with my hips jerking off the mattress and her name, that name, falling out of my mouth on a broken loop. Mommy, Mommy, please, thank you, Mommy. Every time I said it I died a little and every time it made me come harder.

When it finally let me go I went limp and boneless under her, chest heaving, slick smeared up my thighs and her wrist. The star light clicked over. A fish slid across the ceiling.

She pulled her fingers out of me slow and I whimpered at the empty drag of it. Then she wiped them, calm, on the front of the ruined diaper, and reached for a fresh one from the stack by the crib.

"Lift," she said.

I lifted my hips. I did it without thinking, without a flicker of fight, and the easy way my body obeyed her was what finally made my eyes sting. She slid the new diaper under me, dusted me with powder, taped me up snug and thick and warm, and the crinkle of it as she pressed the front down sent one last weak pulse through me that I was too wrung out to follow.

"There," she said. She smoothed the blanket up over me. "All clean. All settled. Now you will sleep."

I lay there with my heart slamming and my thighs still trembling and I could not have told you, with a gun to my head, whether I had just lost something or finally let myself have it. I had held that name back for a reason. I had known, somewhere, that once I said it out loud the wall would not go back up. And I had said it anyway, three fingers deep and begging, and now it was hers.

She stood from the crib and lifted the side rail. The clack of it locking made me flinch and settle both at once.

"You did well," she said, looking down at me. Her hair had come loose at one temple. It was the first thing about her I had ever seen out of place. "You fought it for almost a week. Most last two days."

Most. The word snagged in my fog. Most. Like there had been others. Like she was comparing me to a list.

I was too far gone to chase it then. My eyes were already closing. The bottle, the garden, the mush, the rest, and now this, all of it folding me down into sleep on her schedule.

She picked up her cold tea and crossed to the door. Her hand went to the light switch, then stopped. She looked back at the dresser, at the little brass key that hung there on a ribbon, the one to the room at the end of the hall I had never been let into. Her face did something I did not have a name for. Then she palmed the key, and took it with her, and shut the door.

I should have slept. I almost did.

But that key, and that one word, most, sat in me like a stone under all the warm soft sinking, and somewhere under the fog the part of me that used to run nineteen people sat up in the dark and started, for the first time in six days, to count again.


Chapter 5: When The Fever Broke

Her hand came down on my head in the dark, flat and cool, and I leaned into it before I knew I was doing it.

The room tilted. My skin hurt where the sheet touched it. I had been hot for hours, I think, sweating through the front of my pajamas, and I had not called out because calling out meant rules, and the rules said lights out, the rules said no fussing, the rules said the night belonged to Mommy Sloane and not to me. So I had lain there and burned.

But she came anyway. She always knew.

"You're cooking," she said. Her voice was low, scraped soft from sleep. No clipboard in it. No timetable. "Look at you, baby. You should have rung the bell."

There was a bell on the nightstand, a little brass one, and I had stared at it for an hour and not touched it.

"Didn't want to wake you," I croaked. My throat was sand.

"That's my job." Her thumb moved along my hairline, pushing the wet strands off my face. "Waking. Watching. All of it. You don't get to decide you're not worth it."

I started to shake. Not from fear. From the fever, the way it rolled up my spine in waves of cold even though my face was on fire. My teeth knocked together. She felt it through her palm and her shape changed in the dark, leaning over me, gathering.

"Okay," she said. "Okay. Mommy's here."

She did not turn on the big light. She clicked the small lamp, the one shaped like a half moon, and it threw a weak yellow glow that did not stab my eyes. Then she was gone for a minute and I made a noise I hated, a thin scared whine, reaching after her into the empty air.

"Right here," her voice floated back from the bathroom. Water ran. "Not going anywhere."

She came back with a bowl and a cloth and she sat on the edge of the bed, her hip against my ribs, and she wrung the cloth out. The sound of the water dripping back into the bowl was the loudest thing in the world. Drip. Drip. Then the cold cloth on my forehead and I gasped like she had hurt me, except it was the opposite of hurt.

"There," she said.

She wiped my face. My neck. She unbuttoned the top of my pajama shirt without any of the games in it, no slow tease, no commands, and pressed the cloth to my chest, to the hot hollow of my throat, down between my breasts. The water ran in cold lines off my sides into the sheet. I shivered and she hummed, a tune with no words, just up and down, the kind of thing you do without thinking.

I had been in this house for weeks. I had been bathed and powdered and put down for naps and fed from a bottle and told when I could speak. I had hated it and I had needed it and I had not been able to tell the two apart, not once, not in all those days of the schedule grinding me smooth. But this was different and my fevered brain knew it before I did. There was no point being made here. Nothing was being taken. She just did not want me to suffer.

That was the thought that broke something loose in my chest. She just did not want me to hurt.

"Cold," I whispered.

"I know, lovey." She dunked the cloth, wrung it, laid it back. "Hot and cold at the same time, it's the worst. I've got you."

She kept on. The cloth, the bowl, the humming. At some point she lifted my head and put a straw to my lips and said, "Little sips," and I drank, and it was flat warm ginger something and it tasted like the best thing I had ever had, sweet and sharp on my swollen tongue. I drank too fast and coughed and she took it away and waited and gave it back. Little sips. Her hand cupped the back of my skull the whole time so I did not have to hold my own head up.

I cried then. Not loud. Just water leaking out the sides of my eyes into my hairline, mixing with the sweat, and I could not have said why except that nobody had held the back of my head in a very long time. Years. Maybe ever.

"Oh," she said, and her thumb caught the tear. "Oh, none of that. Or some of that. Whatever you need."

"It hurts," I said, and I did not mean my body.

"I know."

She did not ask what. She just knew, the way she always did, and she lay down on top of the covers next to me with her arm coming over me, careful, taking the weight on her elbow so she did not crush me, and she put her mouth against my hot temple and breathed.

I turned into her. The fever made me brave, or made me stupid, or stripped some wall down to the studs. I pressed my wet face into the warm skin under her jaw and the smell of her, cold cream and clean cotton and something underneath that was just her, filled up my head, and a word rose out of me from somewhere very deep and very young.

"Mommy."

It had been on my mouth a hundred times. Forced out of me, sulked out, spat out, performed. Said because the wall said to say it or the meal would not come. This was not that. This came whole and soft and meant, and the second it left me the truth of it sat down in my chest and got comfortable, like it had been waiting weeks for me to stop fighting and say it for real.

She went very still.

"Say it again," she said, and her voice was not steady. That was the thing that undid me. In all this time I had never once heard her voice tip.

"Mommy," I said into her throat. "Mommy. Don't go."

"I'm not going." Her arm tightened. "I'm not going anywhere, Delia. Look at me." She tipped my chin up with two fingers and in the half moon light her eyes were wet and fierce, both at once. "You hear me. There is no version of this where I leave. None. Do you understand?"

I nodded. My teeth were still chattering.

She kissed my forehead. My cheeks, one then the other, slow. The bridge of my nose. She tasted the salt off my skin, and something low in me, even sick, even shaking, woke up and turned over.

I should have been ashamed of that. Burning up, half out of my head, and still my body answered her mouth like a struck bell. The shame came, faint, a reflex by now. And then it went, because she did not want me to be ashamed of it tonight. She kissed the corner of my mouth and waited.

"Please," I breathed.

"Please what, baby." Not mean. Not testing. She honestly wanted to know.

"Stay close. All of you. Please."

She kissed me on the mouth then, slow and full, and I could taste the ginger off my own lips passed back to me, and under it the warm clean taste of her, and I made a sound into it I had never made for anyone. She drank that sound. Her hand slid down under the covers, under the loose waist of my pajama bottoms, and stopped on the thick front of the diaper.

I had been put in it before the timetable was abandoned. White, fat, crinkling when I shifted. She pressed her flat palm against the front of it, warm through the bulk, and held it there, not moving, just claiming the spot.

"Still my baby under here," she said against my mouth. "Even on fire. Even crying. Mine."

"Yours," I said, and I had stopped being able to lie about that days ago.

She rubbed me through it then, slow circles with the heel of her hand, the thick diaper pressing up into me, and I was already wet under there from the fever-sweat and from her mouth and from the word still sitting warm in my chest, and the crinkle of it filled the quiet room, loud, obscene, every circle louder. Squelch and crinkle, crinkle and squelch. My hips chased her hand without asking me.

"There she is," she murmured. "Even sick you want it. My poor hot little thing. Can't help it, can you."

"No." My face was burning and not only from the fever now. "Can't. Mommy, I can't."

"You don't have to help anything tonight." She bit my bottom lip, gentle, then not gentle. "Just let Mommy take it. Let me."

She did not pull the diaper off. She tugged the front down just enough, peeled the diaper back from my cunt, and the cooler air on my wet skin made me jolt. Then two fingers right where I needed them, sliding through the slick, finding the clit and pressing, and I bucked up off the bed and she pressed me back down with her forearm across my hips, easy, immovable.

"Shh. I have you. Stay down for Mommy."

The fever made everything too much. Her fingers worked me in slow tight circles and every nerve I had was already flayed open and raw, so it built fast, faster than I wanted, climbing up out of my belly. I grabbed her wrist with both hands, not to stop her, just to hold on.

"That's it. Let me hear you." Her mouth at my ear. "Whose is this. Whose little cunt is this."

"Yours." It tore out of me. "Yours, yours, Mommy, please."

"Then give it to me."

I broke. The whole hot shaking length of me clenched and snapped and I came on her fingers with a high cracked sob, my hips grinding up into her hand, the diaper crinkling under my ass with every jerk, and she did not stop, she stroked me right through it while I shook, talking low the whole time, good girl, good baby, there you go, I have you, until the last spasm wrung out of me and I went limp and boneless into the wet sheet.

"Oh," I said. Just that. The brain gone quiet. "Oh."

"One," she said, and there was a smile in it, but soft. She kissed my damp temple. "Such a good girl. You needed that, didn't you. Got all that fever-fight out."

I could not speak. I floated. My eyes kept closing. She slid the diaper back up over me, snug, refastened the tab she had popped, smoothed the front down with her palm like she was tucking me in there too.

"Sleep," she said.

"Don't stop being here," I slurred.

"I won't."

And she did not. I drifted up out of it a few times through the night, and every time her hand was somewhere on me, my hip, my back, the nape of my neck, and the cloth came cool again on my forehead, and the humming was still going, that wordless up and down, threading through my fever dreams. Once I woke fully drenched, the diaper heavy and warm between my thighs where I had let go in my sleep without waking, and the old shame swam up, and she was already there before I could even start to cry about it.

"I know, I know," she whispered, peeling tapes, lifting me, the wipes cold then the powder soft, her hands quick and sure in the lamp dark. "Sick babies wet themselves, that's all that is, that's nothing. Mommy doesn't mind. Mommy never minds." A fresh one slid under me, thick and dry. "All clean. Back to sleep."

She did not make me say anything. She did not make me name what I was. She just cleaned me and held me and that, somehow, undid me worse than any of the cruel games ever had, because there was nowhere to hide from being simply loved.

By the gray hour before dawn the heat broke. I came up through a heavy soaked sleep and my shirt was wet through and my hair was plastered down but the burning was gone, scooped out of me, leaving me shaky and hollow and clear. Sloane was sitting up against the headboard. I had my cheek on her thigh. Her hand was in my hair, still, even now, even though I had been asleep and could not have known.

She had not slept. I understood that all at once. She had sat up the whole night with her back against the wood and her hand in my hair and watched me breathe.

"Hi," I whispered.

"Hi, lovey." She looked down at me. There were dark smudges under her eyes. "Fever's gone. I can feel it. You're just warm now, the good kind."

I lay there and looked up at her tired face in the early light and the floor of my whole life shifted under me. I had walked into this house thinking I was the one being held down. The one being kept. I turned the idea over now, slow, in my cleared-out head. She had not slept. She could not let go even to rest. The keeping ran both ways and I was only just starting to see the shape of it.

"You stayed up all night," I said.

"Of course."

"You didn't have to."

Something crossed her face, quick, there and gone, almost like fear. "Yes," she said. "I did." She smoothed my hair back. "Don't make me explain it. Not this morning."

I let it go. But I held onto it. I tucked it away somewhere in my new clear head, the way her voice had snagged, the way she had to be needed, and the first small hard seed of something settled in me that was not surrender at all. It felt almost like power. It scared me more than anything she had ever done.

"Drink," she said, and put the straw to my mouth again, and I drank, watching her over the rim.

When I finished she set the cup down and pressed her lips to my forehead, long, testing the heat one more time, and she breathed out against my skin like a knot coming loose in her own chest.

"Better," she said. "Good. We've got a lot ahead of us, you and I." Her thumb traced my cheekbone. There was the smallest tremor in it. "You think you've seen what this is. You've barely scratched it." She looked down at me, and the tiredness in her eyes did nothing to soften the certainty. "We are only just beginning."

Outside, somewhere above us, a door I had never seen opened, then latched and shut, one floor up, where I had been told never to go.


Chapter 6: The Other Crib

The key sat warm in my palm, warm because it had been against Sloane's chest all morning, in the inside pocket of her coat where she kept the things she did not hand me. I had taken it. That was the first thing. I had reached into her coat while she ran the bath and I had taken the brass key, and now I stood at the bottom of the stairs with it sweating in my fist.

She trusted me now. That was the part that made my stomach turn. Three weeks ago she would have caught me before my hand left the cloth. Now she let me carry my own cup to the sink. She let me sit at the big table in real clothes for an hour each afternoon. She had decided I was good, and being good meant the leash got longer, and a longer leash meant I could climb the stairs while she had her hands full of warm water and lavender.

The upstairs door had been locked since the first day. She had walked me past it on the tour and put her hand flat on the wood and said it was hers, and then she had moved me along by the back of the neck before I could ask. I had not asked. You learn fast in that house which questions cost you.

I went up on the sides of my feet so the boards would not talk. The diaper between my thighs crinkled with every step no matter how I moved, thick and white and bunched up high, the tape pulling at my hips. She kept me in it all day now. I had stopped fighting the bulk of it. My legs had learned to walk wide around it, and I hated that they had learned.

The key went in clean. It turned like it had been oiled. Like she opened this door more than she let on.

Inside, the air was different. Cooler, and it smelled of dust and old talc and something sweeter gone stale, a powder smell with no body under it. I stood in the doorway with my hand still on the knob and I could not make the room be what I wanted it to be.

There was a crib.

Not mine. Mine was downstairs, pale wood, my name across the headboard in Sloane's careful loops, DELIA, painted in pink with a little flower at the end. This crib was older. The white paint had yellowed and chipped at the corners where small hands would grip. It was bigger, built for a grown body the same as mine, the bars high and sanded smooth from use. And across the headboard, in the same hand, the same flower at the end, a different name.

JUNIPER.

I read it three times. My mouth shaped it without sound.

There was a wall of photographs.

I went to them because my feet took me, not because I chose it. A woman. Grown, like me. Dark hair where mine was lighter, but the same softness around her, the same wide childish clothes, a romper with a duck on the front, a pacifier clipped to her collar on a pink ribbon. In one she sat in Sloane's lap with her thumb in her mouth and her eyes half shut. In one Sloane was feeding her from a bottle, and Sloane's face. God, Sloane's face. I had never seen that face. Sloane was looking down at this Juniper like the whole world ran out of her and back into her. Like she was the one being fed.

My knees went loose. I put my hand on the cold bar of the second crib to keep standing, and the diaper shifted and crinkled and I wanted to tear it off me right there.

I was not the first. The thought came in flat and ugly. I had been telling myself a story where this house got built around me, where Sloane saw me come apart and made a place for the pieces. And here was the place, already made, already worn, already named for someone who slept here before me and grew that crib smooth with her hands and then left.

A replacement. I was a replacement.

I do not know how long I stood there. Long enough that the bath water stopped, and then nothing, and then the boards on the stairs talking back to me one by one.

She filled the doorway. She did not look angry. That was worse. She looked at me standing at Juniper's crib with Juniper's photos in front of me, and something in her face folded shut, and something else came up underneath it that I had never been allowed to see.

"You found her," Sloane said.

"Who is she." My voice came out wrong, too low, too much mine. The grown voice. The one I had not used in days.

"She was mine." She came in slow, the way you come into a room where something is broken. "Before you. She was little here for two years. And then she got better, she said. She put her own clothes back on and she drove away and she does not answer the letters."

"You replaced her with me."

"No." She stopped at the foot of the crib. Her hands hung at her sides and I watched them, because Sloane's hands were never still, Sloane's hands always had a task, and now they had nothing and they did not know it. "I tried not to want it again. I lasted four months. Then I found you in that parking lot crying into your steering wheel because you could not decide what to eat, and I thought, there she is, there is one who needs it as bad as I."

As bad as I. Not as bad as you. The slip went through me, cold.

I looked at her hands again. At the way she stood with the crib between us like she needed it to lean on. At Juniper's face in the photographs feeding the woman more than the woman fed her. And the bottom of the whole thing dropped out.

"You can't end it," I said. "It's not me who can't leave. It's you."

She did not answer. Her jaw worked. Her eyes went to the photos and came back and that was the answer, that was the whole answer, the immovable woman who decided my bedtimes and my meals and the number on the wall could not stand in a room with an empty named crib without her hands forgetting what they were for.

Heat came up my neck. Not all shame. Something with teeth in it.

"Come here," I said.

I had never told her anything. The word landed in the room and we both heard how strange it was, and for half a second her feet moved toward me before she caught them, and that half second told me everything the photographs had started to.

Then she breathed and put the caregiver back on like a coat. She crossed to me and took my chin the old way, firm, tilting my face up. "Little girls do not give orders," she said. "Especially little girls who steal keys. You belong in this room now."

"Why this room."

"Because you went looking." She turned me by the chin toward the old crib. "You wanted to know what came before you. Now you sleep where she slept until you learn that wanting to know is not your job."

She pressed on my shoulders and I went down, because my body still went down when her hands said down, even with everything spinning. The floor of the old nursery was hard under my knees through the thin pajama bottoms. She stood over me, and her hand came into my hair, and the grip was the same but the breathing was not. Her breath had gone ragged. I had never heard Sloane's breath do anything.

"You're shaking," I said up at her.

"Be quiet."

"Make me."

She made me. She got two fingers into my mouth, deep, past the back of my tongue until I gagged and drooled around them, and she held them there and watched my eyes water. "There," she said, low. "That is better. A mouth busy with something cannot ask questions it has no right to ask." Her thumb pressed under my jaw. Spit ran down my chin and dripped onto the floor of Juniper's room and I knelt there choking softly on the hand of a woman who needed me more than I had ever needed her, and my cunt clenched on nothing, hot and slick and traitor-fast, the way it always did before my head caught up.

She pulled her fingers out wet and wiped them down my cheek. "Up. In the crib. On your back."

The old bars were cold against my shoulders when I lay back. The mattress smelled of someone else's powder. She let the side down with a clack and stood over me and pushed my pajama bottoms off my legs and dropped them on the floor, and then her hands were at the tapes of the diaper.

The rip of each tape went through the whole room. One. Then the other. She peeled it down and the cool air hit me wet, because I was already wet, slick all down the inside of my thighs, and her eyes went to it and stayed.

"Look at this," she said. Quiet. Almost to herself. "All this from being told off."

"I'm not little right now," I said. The grown voice again. I held onto it. "I know what I saw."

"You can know it on your back with my hand on your cunt the same as standing up." She put her palm flat over me, just resting, the heel of it on my clit, and the want of it nearly arched me off the mattress. "Knowing did not help her either."

She started slow. Two fingers sliding through the slick of me, not in, just dragging, base to top, catching my clit on every pass, and the wet sound of it filled the quiet. My hips chased her hand. I bit down on the noise in my throat and lost it anyway.

"There she is," Sloane murmured. "There's the loud one. You hide her so well downstairs."

"Sloane." Her name, not the title. I did it on purpose, to see. Her hand stuttered. Her breath caught. I had found the crack and I pushed my thumb into it even with her fingers working me open. "Say my name. Not little girl. My name."

"Delia." It came out cracked. She slid two fingers into me on it, deep, curling, and her thumb settled on my clit and circled, and my back came off the bed. "Delia, you greedy thing, you came up here to break my heart and you're soaking my hand doing it."

It built fast and mean. She knew my body better than I did by now, knew the exact press that pulled the floor out, and she did it with her eyes on me and her own face coming apart above me. The wet sound got obscene, slick and fast, her fingers fucking into me and the heel of her hand grinding down. I grabbed the bars over my head with both fists.

"That's one coming," she said. "I can feel you on my fingers. Greedy. Say what you are."

"I'm not saying it."

"Say it." She crooked her fingers and I broke. "Say it while you come, that's the rule in this room."

It tore through me. I clenched down on her hand so hard it hurt and the words fell out broken, "your girl, I'm your girl, oh, oh fuck," and I came on her fingers with my whole body shaking the old crib, the bars rattling, my thighs slamming shut on her wrist. She fucked me through it and would not slow.

"That's one." Her voice shook as much as mine. "Good. Again."

"I can't, I just."

"You can." She did not stop. She kept her fingers in me and dragged her thumb over my clit while it was still swollen and screaming and too much, and I writhed away and there was nowhere to go, the bars at my head and her body at the side. "You think she got to stop when she'd had enough? You think I let her? Again, Delia. Come on this hand again and tell me whose you are."

The second one hurt. Oversensitive, raw, my clit so swollen each pass of her thumb made me kick, and still it climbed, helpless, my own body turning on me, the wet getting wetter, gushing down to soak the old mattress under my ass. "Too much," I gasped, "too much, Mommy, please," and the word slipped out from the soft place and she made a sound like she'd been hit.

"There it is." Her free hand cupped my cheek, the touch all wrong for the brutal work of the other hand, tender, shaking. "There's my baby. Come for me. Now."

I came again with her name and the title both falling out of me, "Mommy, Mommy, I can't, ah," gushing on her hand, the slick running down my crack and onto the mattress, the wet slap of her fingers filling the room. My voice gave out into little broken sounds. She fucked me down off it slow and finally went still, two fingers buried in me, her thumb resting, both of us breathing like we'd run.

She bent over the bar and put her forehead against mine. Her hand was still inside me. Hers was the breath that broke first.

"You came up here," she said against my mouth, "to find out who has the leash."

"Yes."

"And now you know."

"Yes."

She did not pull her fingers out. She stayed bent over the rail with her head on mine and her hand in my body and her chest heaving, and I lay in the dead girl's crib with my own slick cooling under me and the whole house tipped on its end. Sloane was crying. It landed warm on my cheek before I understood what it was. The immovable one. The one who never let go because she could not, because the day this ended she had nothing, no rules to give, no one to need her back.

I lifted my wet-stuck hand off the bar and put it on the back of her neck. Held her there. Not the grip of a little girl. The other thing.

"Don't decide anything," she whispered. "Stay little. Please. I'll be so good to you."

The please went through me worse than any order ever had. I held the back of her neck and looked past her shoulder at JUNIPER painted in pink with a flower at the end and the wall of a girl who got better and drove away, and something hard and clear set up in my chest for the first time since I came to this house.

"Get the keys," I said. "All of them. Bring them down to the kitchen."

"Delia."

"Bring them down." I sat up in the crib with her hand sliding out of me wet, and I looked at her, and she looked back like I'd grown a second head, and under the shock there was something else loosening in her face that scared us both. Relief. "We're going to talk about who runs this house. And then it's going to be your bedtime, not mine."


Chapter 7: The Word Withheld

The nightlight threw a slow circle of stars on the ceiling, and I lay under it with my eyes open, not pretending to sleep, watching the woman in the nursing chair.

Mommy Sloane slept the way she did everything. Upright. Her chin had dropped a half inch toward her chest, her hands loose in her lap, the gray cardigan still buttoned to the throat. A month ago the sight would have made me feel safe down to my bones, the immovable thing in the room, the wall I could throw myself against. Now I counted the gray at her temple and the loose skin at her wrist and the way her mouth had gone slack, and I held very still, because if she woke she would see my face and my face was not doing what it was supposed to do.

I knew about the other room now. The other crib. The other name carved into wood and painted over in the same pink, the photographs in a row of a girl who used to lie where I was lying and then walked out the front gate and never came back. I had stood in that locked room for four minutes with my heart slamming and I had understood the whole house at once, the way you understand a sentence only after the last word.

She was not the rock. She was the one drowning.

I had not said a word. I had locked the door behind me and put the key back and come down to dinner and let her cut my food into squares, and the whole time my mind had been clear and cold and busy, the way it used to be in a conference room at two in the morning when everyone else had given up and I had not. That mind. The one I came here to switch off. It was awake now and it would not go back to sleep.

In the chair, Sloane stirred. Her eyes opened, found me, and her face smoothed into its calm.

"You're awake, baby." Warm, low, certain. She rose and came to the crib rail and laid her hand flat on my belly, over the thick crinkle of the diaper, a weight that used to undo me. "Bad dreams?"

I looked at her hand. I looked at her face. And I said nothing.

A small thing. A nothing. But I watched the exact moment it landed, the half second where her thumb stopped moving on the plastic and her smile held a beat too long waiting for the word that always came, the *Mommy* that fell out of me on cue, the sound she fed on without ever letting me see her hunger.

I did not give it to her.

"Delia." Gentler. A prompt.

"I'm fine," I said. Flat. A grown woman's voice, the one I used to fire people in.

Her hand pressed once, then lifted. "It's the middle of the night. Little girls don't say *I'm fine* at four in the morning." She tried for lightness and almost reached it. "Who do you want to come to when you wake up scared?"

There it was. The leash, held out for me to slip my own neck into.

I rolled toward the rail, away from her, and pulled the blanket up, and the diaper shifted warm and heavy between my thighs as I moved, the bulk of it spreading my legs whether I wanted it to or not. My body did what it always did. Heat low in my belly, a clench, the slick start of want, the part of me that had been trained for weeks to go soft and open the second she touched the plastic. I clenched my jaw against it. I was furious that it still happened. I was also, God help me, turned on by the fact that for once I was the one deciding not to.

"Goodnight," I said.

Behind me, silence. A long one. Then the creak of the chair as she sat back down, and no second goodnight, and that was the first crack. She always had the last word. Tonight she did not take it.

I lay in the dark with my heart going and a slow, dirty grin I did not let her see, and I thought: I can do this. I can hold the word in my mouth and make her come and get it.

By morning she had decided how to fix me.

She did not raise her voice over breakfast or at the changing table or when I refused to lift my arms for the romper and made her do the work of it, peeling and folding me like I weighed nothing, her breath getting shorter the longer I went limp and unhelpful and silent. She changed the wet diaper for a fresh one, thick and pink and loud, taped it snug, and her hands were steady. But she taped it tighter than she needed to. A degree of force in it. Punishment dressed as care.

"You've been a sullen girl all day," she said that night, not a question, standing over the crib with something in her hand I had not seen before. A wand. White, long, the bulbous head of it the size of a fist, a cord running off to the wall. "Cold. Quiet. We don't do cold in this house."

"Maybe I'm growing up," I said.

Her jaw moved. The smallest tic. "You don't get to decide that."

That was the truth of the whole place, said out loud for the first time, and we both heard it sit in the air wrong. Because I had decided. I had decided in the locked room with the photographs, and she could feel the floor of her certainty going soft under her and she did not know why.

She lowered the rail. "Open your legs."

I did not.

She set the wand down on the mattress, took my ankles, and opened them herself, the diaper crinkling loud as she spread me, and I let her, going slack again, making her do every ounce of it, watching her face the whole time with my flat grown eyes. She untaped the front of the diaper and folded it down off my pussy and left the bulk of it under me, crinkling against my ass, and she clicked the wand on.

The head of it touched my clit and the buzz shot straight up through me and my hips jumped before I could stop them. Traitor. My whole body, a traitor, arching toward the thing while my mouth stayed shut.

"There she is," Sloane murmured, pressing it down, working it in a slow circle. "There's my girl. You can be as quiet as you like. Your cunt isn't quiet at all."

The word in her mouth, crude and calm, made me wetter. I hated it. my own slick smeared under the wand and I bit down on the inside of my cheek and breathed through my nose and would not, would not make a sound. The pleasure climbed fast, too fast, weeks of being kept on edge had wired me to it, and she knew exactly where the cliff was. She walked me right up to it, the buzz hard on my clit, my thighs starting to shake around the fat bulk of the diaper, my hips chasing it.

And right at the edge, she lifted the wand off.

I made a sound then. A short broken one, bitten back too late.

"You want to come?" she said. Soft. Reasonable. "Ask me properly. You know the word."

There it was. The whole game, laid bare. She would give me the orgasm I was dripping for the second I called her Mommy. That was the price. That was always the price, I just had never seen it as a price before, only as breathing.

I lay there with my clit throbbing and my cunt clenching on nothing and I looked her dead in the eye and I said, "Please."

Just please. Not the word.

Her nostrils flared. She put the wand back on me and brought me up again, fast and mean this time, and the orgasm rushed up and my mouth opened and she pulled it away a second time and the noise I made was awful, a wet desperate animal sound, my hips bucking up off the mattress into empty air.

"The word, Delia."

"Please, please," I gasped, "please let me, please."

"You're being stubborn." She was breathing harder than I was. Her control was fraying at the exact seam I had found, and the part of me that used to read a boardroom read her now, the tremor in it, the need under the calm. She needed to win this more than I needed to come. That was what I had learned in the locked room, and it was the most powerful thing I had ever held. "Beg, and I might let you."

I almost broke. The want was a physical pain by then, my clit swollen and screaming, my body sobbing for it. One word. One easy word and she would finish me.

I shut my mouth.

For three seconds we stared at each other, both of us shaking, and I watched the certainty go out of her face like water out of a cracked glass. She did not have a move for this. In whatever years she had run this house, no one had ever just refused the word and looked at her like a person.

Then her face hardened, and she made a choice I had not expected, and the night turned over.

"Fine," she said. "If you won't be my good girl, you'll be my hole."

She flipped me. Strong hands at my hip and shoulder, rolling me onto my front, hauling my hips up so the wet diaper bunched under my belly and my ass lifted off the mattress. I heard a drawer. I heard the wet click of a cap. Cold slick poured down the crack of my ass and her thumb dragged it over my asshole, rough, no patience in it now, the patience all spent.

"You think you're grown," she said behind me, and one finger pushed into my ass to the knuckle and I groaned into the mattress. "Grown girls get used like grown girls."

A second finger. The stretch of it burned and I clenched and she did not stop, just worked them in deeper, scissoring, opening me up while I gripped the sheet and panted. My cunt was still soaked and empty and aching and now my ass was full and burning and the two things tangled together until I could not tell want from pain.

"Look at you taking it," she said. "Two fingers in your dirty little ass and you're pushing back. Say it's just please now. Go on."

I bit the sheet.

She pulled her fingers out and I heard the harness buckles, the leather, the snap of them around her hips. The cock she fitted into it was thick. I had felt it before, in my cunt, in my mouth, never here. She lined the head of it against my slicked asshole and pressed and the stretch of it was a whole different country, the burn climbing as the fat head breached me, my body trying to close and failing, splitting slow around it.

"Breathe," she said, and for one second the care came back into her voice, the real thing under the cruelty, the woman who could not survive me leaving. "Good. Take it. Take Mommy's cock."

She'd said it. Not me. *Mommy.* She'd put the word in herself because I would not, and I filed that away even with my face in the mattress and my ass splitting open, because it told me everything. She was the one who needed it said.

She sank the rest of the way in. I cried out, full, stuffed, the harness flush against my ass, the warm wet bulk of the diaper crushed between my belly and the mattress so that every shove of her hips ground it against my clit too. She started to fuck me. Slow at first, long deep strokes, pulling almost out and pushing all the way back until I took it in my throat, and then faster, the slap of her hips against my ass loud in the quiet room, the squelch of lube, my own broken breath.

"That's it. That's all you are tonight. A hole for me to use because you wouldn't be sweet." Her hand fisted in my hair and pulled my head back. "Wet little diaper baby who thinks she's too good to call me Mommy. Look how you take it. Filthy."

The diaper ground against my clit on every thrust. The fullness in my ass turned from burn to a deep dragging pleasure I had no defense against, and the orgasm I had refused twice roared back up with nowhere to go. My body locked. I came with her cock buried in my ass and the diaper mashed against my clit, came so hard my vision whited out and a long ugly wail tore out of me into the mattress, my ass clamping down on the cock so tight she grunted.

"One," she said, breathless, not slowing. "There's the noise. Knew it was in there."

She didn't stop. She fucked me right through it, past the point where it stopped being good, into the place where every stroke scraped over nerves still firing, my hips trying to pull away and her hand in my hair holding me where she wanted me.

"Too much," I gasped, the words coming loose where the word she wanted would not. "Too much, it's too much."

"You don't get to be done." Pounding now, brutal, the chair and the crib both creaking with it, the slap of her against my used hole obscene and steady. "You wanted to be grown. Grown sluts get fucked till I'm finished, not till you are."

The second one built before the first had even faded, my body wrung out and shaking and climbing anyway, helpless, the diaper a hot wet pressure she ground me down onto with one hand flat on my lower back. I sobbed into the sheet. My ass gaped around her on the out-stroke and she shoved back in and I broke open under her, no thought left, just full and used and burning and that horrible rising pressure.

"That's two coming, isn't it. I can feel your nasty little ass squeezing. Come on it. Come on Mommy's cock."

I came again. It ripped through me sideways, my legs giving out, only her grip on my hips keeping me up while my ass spasmed around the cock and a thin cry leaked out of me, broken into pieces, nothing grown about it at all, nothing left of the woman who'd lain awake counting the gray in her hair. My brain was gone. Just heat. Just full. Just the warm crush of the diaper and the burn of the stretch and her voice over me saying good, good, there she is.

She fucked me down off it slow and then pulled out, and the empty ache where the cock had been made me whimper, my hole left gaping and slick and unable to close. She rolled me over. I was wrecked, sweat-soaked, my chest heaving, my eyes wet. She looked down at me with the harness still strapped on and her cardigan gone crooked and her hair loose, and her face was not calm at all anymore. It was open. Scared, even. She had won the fight and lost the thing she actually wanted, and she could feel it.

She refastened the diaper over me with shaking hands, taping the front back up, tucking me into the warm bulk of it, and the tenderness of it after all that was its own kind of cruel.

"There," she said softly. "All better. My good girl."

I let her think it. I let her pull the blanket up and brush the damp hair off my forehead and click the wand cord out of the wall, and I lay there spent and full and aching and clear-headed under all of it, because the orgasms had taken my body and left my mind right where it was. Cold. Counting. Awake.

She'd had to say the word herself. Twice. I had made her reach for it.

She turned off the wand and gathered the lube and the towel and stood over the crib, waiting for *goodnight Mommy*, the soft close she needed to put the night to bed and tell herself nothing had changed.

I closed my eyes. I let my breathing go slow and even like sleep.

I said nothing at all.

And in the dark behind my lids I started planning what I would do when she went to make my bottle in the morning and left her ring of keys on the kitchen hook, where I could see it, where I had been looking at it for three days. The one to the gate. The one to the locked room. The little brass one I had not placed yet.

Tomorrow I would find out what that one opened.


Chapter 8: What The House Outran

I set the brass key on the kitchen table and pushed it across the wood until it stopped against her teacup.

"Who was the first crib for?"

Sloane did not pick it up. She looked at the key, then at me, and her face did what I had been pushing at all week. It went still in a way that was different from her usual calm. The calm was a wall. This was the wall with a crack running up the middle of it.

"Where did you find that," she said. Not a question. Her voice had gone low.

"Upstairs. The locked door." I kept my hands flat on the table so they would not shake. "I went in two nights ago, while you were on the phone. There's a second crib. There's a wall of pictures. A girl who is not me. So I'm asking. Who was she."

The fridge hummed behind me. The clock over the stove ticked too loud. Outside, rain had started, a thin steady hiss against the window, and the kitchen had gone cold the way it does at night when the heat clicks off and nobody has bothered to turn it back on.

She stood up. I thought she would come around the table and put a hand on the back of my neck the way she did when she wanted me small again, when she wanted the woman in me to lie down and the little one to come up where she could manage her. I braced for it. Part of me wanted it, which was the worst part, because I had come down here to be twenty-seven and hard and asking, and my body was already leaning toward her like a plant toward a lamp.

She did not touch me. She walked to the window and looked out at the dark and the rain, with her back to me, and that was how I knew.

"Her name was June," Sloane said. "She lived here for four years."

I waited.

"She left," Sloane said. "Two years ago. She got better, is what the doctors would call it. She didn't need it anymore. She didn't need me anymore." She said the words flat, like reading a list, and the flatness was the tell. "She packed a bag while I was at the market and she left a note on the chalk Day Book and she was gone. I kept the room. I locked it. I built." She turned around, and her eyes were wet and furious about being wet. "I built all of this so I would never sit in a quiet house again."

The cold of the kitchen sat on my arms. The clock ticked. I thought about every night I had spent in this house thinking I had walked into a trap built for me, a web with my name painted across the headboard, and the floor went out from under that.

"So I'm a replacement," I said.

"You were an applicant," she said. "There was an ad. You answered it. You thought you'd misread it, a live-in carer post, and you came anyway because you were tired down to the bone and you wanted someone else to hold the day. You remember."

I remembered. I had told myself I misread the listing. Carer wanted, room and board, discretion. I had sat in my car outside this house for forty minutes before I knocked, because the rent on my old place was a noose and my job had hollowed me out and the thought of one more morning where every single thing was mine to decide made me want to drive into a wall.

"The job was real," I said. The thing turning over in my chest was too big to name and I did not try. "You needed a carer. I thought I was the one being taken care of. But the carer post was real. It was for you."

"Yes," Sloane said.

There it was. The immovable woman. The one who set every rule and held every key and never once let her hand tremble while she buckled me into the crib at night. She was not immovable. She was a woman who could not survive the role ending, who had built a nursery and a Day Book and a locked gate so that the silence could never come back and take her apart.

I should have felt triumph. I had been poking at her all week to feel exactly this, the tilt, the give. Instead I stood up so fast my chair scraped the tile, and the sound was ugly in the quiet.

"You don't get to do that," I said. My voice cracked and I hated it. "You don't get to make me small every night and keep me from the toilet and write my whole day on a wall in chalk and the whole time you're the one. You're the one who can't." I was crying now, which made me angrier. "You let me think I was the weak one."

"You are not weak." She crossed the kitchen. She did move now. "Delia. Look at me."

"No." I stepped back. The flash of it went through me hot and clean, defiance, the same thing I had been testing in small careful doses all week, except this time it came out of my whole body, this time I shoved both hands against her chest. "You don't get to call me that name and make it true. I'm done being your patch. Find another. There's an ad, right? There's always going to be another girl who's tired."

She caught my wrists. Not hard. She held them against her chest where I had pushed, and I could feel her heart going under my palms, too fast, the immovable woman's heart slamming like a fist on a door, and that undid me more than anything she could have said.

"There is no version of this where you walk out unchanged," Sloane said.

The rain hissed. The clock ticked. Her heart went and went under my hands.

"You came here a noose around your own neck," she went on, quiet, her thumbs moving on the insides of my wrists. "And you found out what it is to be put down at night and not have to carry the next morning until you wake. You can leave. The gate code still works. I won't stop you. But you will spend the rest of your life knowing there was a house where you got to set it all down, and you walked back out into the cold and picked it all up again." Her grip tightened, the smallest amount. "So don't pretend this is only mine to need."

I stood there with my hands trapped on her chest and I was twenty-seven and shaking and I did the thing I had not planned. I did not pull away and I did not melt down into the little one either. I stayed exactly the size I was. A woman. And I made the first decision of my own free will in that house.

"Then we do it honest," I said. "No more of you holding all of it. You needed a carer. So let me."

Her breath went out of her like I had hit her.

I took my wrists out of her hands. I did not run. I reached up and put my palm flat on the side of her face, on the wet there, and her eyes closed, and the immovable woman leaned her whole weight into one of my hands like a wall finally allowed to fall.

"Bed," I said. The word came out of me steady and strange and mine. "It's late. You're going to bed."

"Delia."

"That wasn't a question." I had heard her say it that way a hundred times. It tasted different in my own mouth. It tasted like the truest thing I had ever said. "I decide the hour tonight. Come on."

I took her hand and she let me. That was the thing that broke the night open, the immovable woman letting herself be led up her own stairs by the girl she had meant to keep, past the locked door, into her own room that I had never once been allowed in.

The bed was cold when we got into it. The sheets had that chill of a room nobody warms. She was still in her clothes and I undid them with my own hands, the buttons, the clasp, and she let me, lying back and watching me with an expression I had never been allowed to see, open all the way down, scared.

"I don't know how to be the one who lies down," she said.

"I do," I said. "I'll teach you. Lie still."

I put my mouth on her. I had been used in that bed and in the crib and over the changing table for weeks, taken apart and made to beg, and now I was the one moving, and the difference ran through me like heat coming back into frozen hands. She was already wet. I dragged my tongue up the length of her cunt and she made a sound I had never heard out of her, ragged, surprised, her hand coming down to grip my hair the way she always did except now it was holding on instead of holding down.

"That's it," I said against her, and she shuddered at her own line in my voice. "You're going to let me. You don't get to decide. For once you don't get to decide anything."

I worked two fingers into her, slow, and she was so wet they slid easy, the slick sound of it loud in the cold quiet room, and I curled them up and sucked her clit and she came apart almost at once, like something held shut for two years finally giving. Her thighs clamped my head. Her whole body bowed up off the cold sheet. She gasped my name, not a command, just my name, broken.

"That's one," I said, lifting my head, my chin wet with her. "I'm not done."

"Delia, I can't, I don't, oh," and her words were coming apart now, the immovable woman who never lost the thread of a sentence, gone to pieces under my hand. I kept my fingers in her, working slow through the clench, and pushed her up again before she had come down. She tried to close her legs. I held them open with my free arm across her thighs, the way she had held me a dozen times, and the power of it sat in my chest hot and certain.

"You held me open all those nights," I said. "Now you hold still and take it."

She took it. I curled my fingers and ground the heel of my hand against her clit and she came again with a cry that turned into a sob halfway out, shaking, soaked, her hand fisted in the sheet, and the heat poured off her skin where it had been cold a minute ago, her chest flushed, sweat at her hairline. The room had warmed with the two of us in it. The rain kept on at the glass.

"That's two," I said. "Look at you."

"Please," she said, and I had never heard her say it, not once, and it nearly stopped my heart. "Please, it's too much, I can't, I'm. I'm not the one who."

"You are tonight." I leaned up over her, my fingers still buried in the slick clench of her, and put my forehead down against her wet cheek, and her arms came around me and held on like she was drowning. "One more. Give me one more and then I put you to bed."

She shook her head against me, no, and I felt the no for what it was, the same no I had given her so many times, the no that means I can't bear how much I need this. So I gave her what she had given me. I did not stop. I worked her slow and steady through it while she begged into my shoulder, her hips chasing my hand now even as her mouth said she couldn't, both at once, and the obscene wet sound of it filled the room, and her nails went into my back.

"There it is," I said. "There's my good girl. Come on. Let me have it."

She broke on the third one harder than the others, her whole body going rigid and then shaking apart, a long low sound torn out of her, her cunt gripping my fingers so tight I could not have pulled out if I tried, the wet of her running down my wrist. She clung to me through every second of it. When it finally let her go she sagged back into the cold sheets that were not cold anymore, and she was crying, openly, no wall left at all, and I held her face in both my wet hands and let her.

"That's three," I said. "That's all I'm taking tonight. You did so good."

The words I had heard from her every night of my life in that house. They felt different given. They felt like the truest job I had ever held.

She turned her face into my palm and stayed there, breathing, coming down, and I lay with her in the warm wreck of her bed and listened to the rain ease off into a drip, and the clock somewhere downstairs going on and on, and her heart under my arm finally, finally, slowing.

"Bedtime," I said into her hair. "Real one. You sleep. I'll decide the morning when it's morning."

"You'll be here," she said. It was not a command and it was not quite a question. It was a woman asking to be held and not knowing how.

"I'll be here," I said. "I'm not your June. I'm not leaving a note on a wall. But I'm not your patch either. From now on I write the Day Book. I keep the keys. And I'll tell you when you're allowed to take care of me, and when it's my turn to take care of you. That's the deal. Take it or I'm gone."

She was quiet a long moment. The drip outside. The tick downstairs.

"Take it," she said.

I pulled the blanket up over both of us. I reached over and clicked off the lamp, and the room went dark and warm, and for the first time in that house I fell asleep on my own clock, in a bed I had chosen, holding the woman who built the whole place so she would never have to be the one held.

In the morning I would go downstairs and take the chalk Day Book off its hook in the hall. I would wipe her handwriting off it with the side of my fist. And I would write the first line of it in my own hand, before I let either of us forget who decided now.


Chapter 9: In Her Own Hand

I took the Day Book down off the wall while she watched.

It hung on a nail by the spice rack, a slab of black slate in a pine frame, and every line on it was in her hand. Wake. Breakfast. Nap. Bath. Bottle. Bed. The chalk had worn the slate gray over months of her wiping and writing, wiping and writing, deciding my whole day before my feet hit the floor. I lifted it off the nail. It was heavier than I thought, and the weight of it in both hands was the first true thing I had held in this house.

Sloane stood at the counter with a dish towel in her fist. She did not move to stop me. That was new. For weeks the smallest reach toward a door or a clock had brought her across a room in three steps, calm and sure, her hand closing over mine before I knew I had decided anything.

Now she watched me carry her timetable to the table.

I found the cloth she kept for it, the gray one, damp on its hook. I wiped the slate clean. Wake gone. Nap gone. Bed gone. The chalk dust smeared and lifted and then there was nothing, a black rectangle, blank as the day I first walked in here with a duffel bag and a story about being a live-in carer that neither of us believed by nightfall.

"Delia." Her voice was low. Not a warning. A question wearing the shape of my name.

"Sit down," I said.

She did not sit. Her jaw worked. The towel twisted in her hand, her knuckles going pale, the woman who had never once let me see her grip anything too hard.

I picked up a fresh stick of chalk. White, full length, unbroken. I had never been allowed to hold the chalk. That had been the whole architecture of the place, that she wrote and I lived inside what she wrote, and I had told myself for months that the relief of it was the only thing keeping me from coming apart. I had been so tired when I got here. Tired down in the bone, tired of choosing, tired of being the one everyone leaned on until there was nothing left to lean. She had taken all of it. She had decided when I ate and when I slept and what went between my legs, and the gratitude had been real, and the shame of the gratitude had been the thing that got me wet at night.

But I had seen the locked room now. I had seen the other crib and the wall of photos and the small painted name that was not mine. I knew what she was. Not a wall. A woman holding a door shut against her own grief with her whole body, and calling it taking care of me.

I wrote on the slate in block letters, pressing hard so the chalk squeaked.

MORNING. Delia decides.

"What are you doing," she said.

"Writing it down." I did not look up. "In my hand. From now on it's my hand."

I wrote the next line. NIGHT. Mommy Sloane sleeps when I say.

The towel hit the counter. She came around the island then, fast, the old reflex, her hand going for the chalk the way it had gone for my wrist a hundred times. I stepped back and held the Day Book against my chest and looked at her, dead level, and said one word.

"No."

She stopped.

I had never told her no and meant it down to the floor. I had whined it, played it, had it spanked out of me and praised back into a yes. This was not that. She heard the difference. It landed in her face, the small flinch at the eyes, the breath she took and held.

"You don't get to decide that," she said. The certainty was there but it was thin now, stretched over something that shook.

"I already did." I set the slate on the table, face up, my new lines staring up between us. "Read it."

She read it. Her chest moved. When she lifted her eyes they were wet at the rims, and she blinked it back hard, the way she must have done in that locked room a thousand times, alone, with the photos.

"The gate code," I said. "Tell me."

"Delia."

"You changed it the second week. You told me it was so I'd feel safe." I took a step toward her. "Tell me the code."

Her mouth opened. Closed. I waited. The fridge hummed. Somewhere upstairs a clock I was never allowed to wind ticked through its wrong time.

"Four. Four. Nine. One," she said.

I wrote it on the slate. Under my lines. In my hand. The numbers she had used to lock me in, now sitting in my own chalk where I could read them every morning.

"And the suitcase," I said.

Her face did something then, a crumple she caught halfway. The suitcase lived under the stairs, hard-shell, my old clothes folded inside it the day I arrived, the blazers and the heeled boots and the silk blouse I had interviewed in, and she had taken the key and never given it back. I had stopped thinking about that suitcase the way you stop thinking about a tooth that's gone. The dress I had on right now was one she chose. Soft cotton, a hem too short to bend in, snaps at the crotch.

"You don't want those clothes," she said, and her voice cracked on want, the first crack I had ever heard go all the way through. "You came here to put them down. You begged me to take them. You cried in the front hall, Delia, you were shaking, you said you couldn't carry it anymore, you said make me small, you said it, not me."

"I know what I said." My throat was tight. "I still mean some of it. That's why I'm not leaving."

She stared at me.

"I'm not leaving," I said again, and she heard it, the part of her that had been braced for the front door going loose and confused. "I'm not packing that suitcase and walking out the gate. I'm taking the key because it's mine. I decide when I wear the blazer and when I wear this." I pulled at the short cotton hem. "Me. Not the Day Book. Not you. There's a difference between you choosing it for me and me choosing it, and you have never once let me feel that difference, because if I chose it you'd have to know I could un-choose it, and then where would you be."

Her lips parted. Nothing came out.

"The key, Sloane."

She reached into the pocket of her wide linen trousers, the pocket I had never been allowed near, and she took out the ring of keys that had jingled at her hip since the day I came. She had a way of jingling them, a small idle sound, that used to make my stomach drop and my thighs press together at the same time, because it meant she was deciding something about me. She held the ring out. Her hand was not steady.

I took it. The metal was warm from her body.

I set the keys on the slate, on top of my own writing, and the weight of them held the chalk dust down.

Then I did the thing she had done to me a hundred times, the one that broke me open every time she did it, and I did it to her. I stepped into her space, close, closer than she let herself stand to anyone, and I put my hand flat at the back of her neck and I held her there.

She shuddered. The long line of her, the immovable woman, shuddered under my palm like the floor of something giving way.

"You're tired," I said into her ear. "You've been tired since before I got here. You built a whole house so you'd never have to be the one who's tired."

"Stop," she breathed.

"No." I tightened my hand. "Tonight I decide your bedtime. Not the other way around. You're going to let me."

She made a sound I had never heard from her. Small. Caught. The sound a person makes when the thing they have spent everything to hold finally gets taken out of their arms, and the first feeling under the panic is relief.

I walked her to the bedroom. Hers, the big one, the one I had only ever been carried into. I sat her on the edge of the bed and I knelt and took her shoes off, and she let me, watching me with her hands open on her knees like she did not know what to do with them when they were not managing me.

"Lie back," I said.

"This isn't," she started.

"Lie back, Sloane."

She lay back.

I climbed over her. The cotton dress rode up. The snaps pulled at the crotch and I reached down between us and popped them open myself, one two three, and I was bare under it because she never gave me anything to wear under it, and the air hit me wet. I was already wet. Taking the keys had done it. The chalk in my own hand had done it. There was a hot shameful pulse between my legs that had nothing to do with being told and everything to do with telling, and I hated how good it felt and I rode it anyway.

I took her hand and I put it on me. Her fingers, that had opened me on her schedule for months, I set them on my cunt and held them there with my own.

"Feel that," I said. "That's mine too. I'm giving it to you. Hear the difference."

"Delia," she whispered, and her fingers curled, found the wet, slid through it, and I gasped above her and did not let it stop me.

"Make me come," I said. "Because I'm telling you to."

Her thumb found my clit. She knew exactly where. Of course she knew, she had mapped me, she had filed me, and now I was using the map against the cartographer. Two fingers pushed up into me and I sank down on them, my mouth open, drool wetting my lip, and the obscene slick sound of her hand in me filled the quiet room. I could smell us. Me, sharp and close. Her skin under me, soap and the faint salt of the sweat breaking on her chest. I leaned down and licked the side of her throat just to taste her, and she tasted like fear and want and clean skin, and her pulse went hard under my tongue.

"Faster," I told her, grinding down. "You don't get to slow it down to keep me. Faster."

She went faster. Her fingers fucked up into me, knuckle deep, the heel of her hand grinding my clit on every push, and the wet noise turned filthy, a slap of skin and slick, and I rode her hand with my dress shoved up around my waist and my own hand pinning hers there. The build came up my spine too fast. I let it. I wanted her to see me take it, to take it from her on my own count.

"I'm going to come," I said, and it was a command, not a confession. "On your hand. Because I said. Keep going."

"Yes," she breathed, eyes huge, watching my face like it was the only thing left in the world. "Yes, take it, take it from me."

It hit. My cunt clamped down on her fingers and I shoved down hard and ground out the whole pulsing length of it, gushing wet over her hand, my thighs shaking on either side of her hips, a broken cry coming out of me that I did not bother to swallow. Wet ran down her wrist. The smell of it bloomed up between us. I came on her hand and I kept my eyes open and on her the entire time, and that, the not hiding, the choosing it out loud, made it tear through me longer than any orgasm she had ever forced. My hips would not stop. I rode the aftershocks down on her soaked fingers, gasping, leaking, until the last one wrung out of me and I sagged forward onto her chest.

She was crying. Quiet, leaking from the corners of her eyes into her hair. Her clean hand had come up to my back and held me there, trembling.

I lay on her and got my breath. Her heart slammed under my cheek. After a while I sat up. I pulled her wet fingers to my mouth and I sucked them clean, slow, holding her eyes, tasting myself salt and thick on her skin, and she watched me do it with her lips parted and her chest heaving.

"Now you," I said.

I moved down her body. I took her trousers off. She let me, lifting her hips, helpless in a way she had spent her whole adult life building a house to never be. I put my mouth on her and I was not careful and I was not on a schedule. She came against my tongue inside a minute, shaking apart, one hand fisted in my hair and the other clamped over her own mouth like she was ashamed of the sound, and I pulled her hand away because I wanted to hear it. She cried out. The immovable woman cried out into her own ceiling because I decided she would.

When she was done I crawled up and lay against her side and pulled the blanket over us both.

"It's bedtime," I said. "I'm setting it. Eight o'clock for you, every night this week. You sleep when I say."

A laugh broke out of her, wet and ragged. "You can't put me to bed."

"I just did." I propped up on my elbow and looked down at her, this wrecked, weeping, finally-honest woman who had decided everything for me so she would never have to feel how much she could not decide. "And in the morning I'm getting the suitcase out. Some days I'll wear the blazer. Some days I'll want the snaps and the crib and your hands, and I'll tell you when, and you'll give it to me because I asked, not because you're keeping me small to keep yourself standing. The crib stays. The name on it can stay too. But I'm the one who writes the Day Book now."

Her face twisted. She turned her head away.

I caught her chin and turned it back. Gentle, the first gentle thing all night.

"Look at me."

She looked.

"The little one who lived here before," I said. "She left and you nearly died of it, and you swore you'd build it so tight the next one could never leave. That's what I am. The next one." Her eyes flooded. "But I'm not leaving. I'm choosing to stay and choosing to be small and choosing you, and choosing is the only thing that makes it real. You have to let me hold you. You have to let yourself be the one who needs it. Can you do that."

She was crying too hard to answer.

So I held her chin and I made her, the way she had made me say a hundred filthy true things I did not want to say out loud.

"Say it," I told her. "Say you're mine."

She shook. Then she pressed her wet cheek into my palm, and her eyes came up to mine, raw and stripped of every certain thing she had ever worn, and she gave me the line she had used on me from the first night, the one she had owned, and she handed it back hilt-first.

"Mine," she whispered. "Say it."

"Yours," I said. "And you're mine. Both. That's the deal."

"Yours," she breathed, and the word broke in half coming out, and she said it again to get it whole. "Yours."

I held her until the crying went soft, then went still, then went into the slow heavy breathing of a woman finally let go of by her own grip. Eight o'clock came and went on the clock she would never reset again, because I would do it now. I lay there with her keys still warm on the kitchen table and my chalk lines drying on the slate and her body heavy and trusting against mine for the first time, and I thought about the suitcase under the stairs that I would open in the morning, and the gate code I could now key in any time I pleased and chose not to.

She murmured something in her sleep. A name. Not mine, not the painted one. A third name. A street, maybe, or a town, or another house with another crib and another woman who called herself somebody's Mommy.

I filed it away and did not wake her. There was a whole world out past that gate, other houses, other locked rooms, other little ones being kept. This one was mine now, written in my own hand.

In the morning I would start asking her where the rest of it was.


Chapter 10: The Other Houses

The star-projector still threw its little spinning sky across the ceiling, but my thumb wound the brass key now, three slow turns, and I set it down on the shelf I had cleared for it. Half past nine. I had written that hour into the Day Book myself this morning, in my own block letters, on the wall where Sloane's neat curling script used to rule everything.

Bedtime. Mine, if I wanted it. Hers, because I said so.

I looked at the chalkboard while the toy clicked and turned. WEDNESDAY at the top in my hand. Gate code under it, the new one only I knew. Keys, plural, hanging on the hook by the stairs on a ring I kept in my own pocket all day. The suitcase of big-girl clothes sat unlocked in the hall closet, and I had worn a blouse out of it to the shops at noon, paid with my own card, come back because I chose to come back.

Then I had pulled the blouse off and asked for the thick one. The diaper. Because tonight I wanted to be small, and now that was a thing I decided instead of a thing that was decided for me.

Sloane stood in the doorway in her soft grey robe, waiting. Not moving toward me. That was new too. She used to fill a room the second she entered it, certain as a closed door. Now she hovered at the edge of mine.

"You taped me too loose at the back," I said. "Earlier. Come fix it."

Her shoulders dropped, and something in her face let go, the way a held breath goes. She crossed the floor fast. She knelt at my feet on the rug she had once knelt me on, and her hands went to the tapes at my hip, checking, snugging. The diaper crinkled loud under her fingers, thick and white and bulky between my thighs, and I let her work because being tended was a thing I was choosing, not a thing being done to a body that did not get a say.

That was the whole difference. It ran under everything now like a current under ice.

"Better," she said.

"I'll decide if it's better." I caught her chin and tipped her face up. "Look at me when you fix my diaper. You don't get to hide down there anymore."

She looked. Her eyes were wet at the rims, and her mouth worked once before she got the word out. "Yes."

"Yes what."

A long pause. The thing she had spent her whole life standing above. "Yes, Delia."

I had found the second nursery a week ago. The locked upstairs room, the older crib with another name on the headboard, the wall of photographs of a little one who used to live here and grew up and walked out the gate and never came back. I had stood in that dust and understood the house all at once. It was never built around me. I was the next one. And the woman who never let go could not let go because the day the role ended was the day she had nothing left to be.

She did not need to be obeyed. She needed to be needed. Underneath the immovable Mommy was a person more dependent than I had ever been, and I was the only one who had ever turned around and seen her.

So I kept her. By choice. Mine.

"Up," I said. "On the bed. You've had a long day taking care of me. Now I take care of you."

She rose on unsteady legs. I walked her backward to the big bed, my diaper crinkling with every step, the warm bulk of it spreading my thighs so I moved slow, and I did not hate that. I pushed her down onto the quilt and stood over her, padded and thick between the legs, and I had never felt taller.

"Robe off."

She untied it with shaking hands. Underneath she was bare, full and soft, the body that had held me through every bad night, and now it lay open under my eyes for grading. I looked her over the way she used to look at me. Slow. Head to foot. Letting the silence press on her.

"Spread your legs."

She did. Her thighs trembled apart and she was already wet, the slick of her gleaming, and a flush climbed her chest because I was watching her cunt the way she had made me describe mine a hundred times.

"Look how wet you are," I said. "From me telling you what to do. All this time you wanted someone to finally do it back."

"Delia," she breathed. Half a plea.

I climbed onto the bed and knelt between her open thighs, my diaper crinkling under me, fat and white and obscene, and the picture of it (me padded and in charge at the same time) made her whimper. I pressed two fingers flat to her clit and rubbed a tight circle, and she jerked like I'd struck her.

"You're going to come when I say," I told her. "Not before. You taught me that one."

I worked her slow. The wet sound of my fingers in her was loud in the quiet room, a thick slick squelch each time I pushed in, and she gripped the quilt and bit down on her own noise. I curled my fingers and dragged them along the front of her and the spongy give there swelled, and her hips chased my hand.

"No," I said, and pulled back to the lightest brush on her clit, edging her down. "Not yet."

"Please." Her voice cracked on it. The woman who never asked.

"Beg properly. Tell me what you are."

Her face crumpled. The shame of it sat on her cheeks in two red patches, and her cunt clenched around nothing, dripping onto the quilt. "I'm yours," she got out. "I need you. I need someone to need me, I can't, I can't do it alone, please, Delia, please let me."

"There she is." I pushed three fingers back into her, deep, and ground the heel of my hand on her clit, fast now, no mercy. The sound of her got louder, wetter, her slick running down to my wrist. "Come for me. Now."

She broke. Her body arched off the bed and her cunt clamped down hard on my fingers, fluttering, gushing warm over my hand, and she made a high broken sound she had never let me hear. I rode it out, kept rubbing through every spasm, would not let her float down soft.

"That's one," I said. "We're not done."

I did not stop. Her clit was swollen and slippery and she tried to close her thighs against my hand, oversensitive, twitching, and I held her open with my padded weight and kept going. "Too much," she gasped. "Delia, too much, I can't, please."

"You can. You always made me." I dragged it out of her again, mean and steady, my fingers fucking into her clenching hole while she shook apart, and she came a second time with a sob, her thighs jerking, the wet smell of her thick in the air now, all over my hand and the quilt. "Two. Say thank you."

"Thank you," she wept. "Thank you, thank you."

I leaned over her, my thick diaper pressing against her thigh, and I said it low, the line she had said to me on my worst night, the night I had stopped fighting. "You will thank me when it is done."

A sound tore out of her at that, half a laugh and half a cry, her own words turned around and handed back, and her hips were still rolling up into nothing, greedy.

I sat back on my heels. Reached over to the drawer (my drawer now, I had moved her things to the lower one) and took out the harness and the strap. I had bought it myself, online, with the card and the address and the gate code that were all mine again. I stepped off the bed and buckled it on over the bare skin above the diaper, the thick padded bulk of me below and the hard length of the cock jutting out above, and the sight of that in the mirror stopped me a half second. I did not look away from it.

"Hands and knees," I said. "Show me."

She turned over and got up on all fours, her face down in the pillow, her ass lifted, her swollen cunt and tight hole both on display. She had inspected me in this exact pose more times than I could count, narrating every flaw. So I did it to her. I put my hand on the small of her back and looked.

"Pink," I said. "Soaked. You leaked all down your thighs. Look at the state of you."

She moaned into the pillow.

I lined the cock up and pushed into her cunt in one slow shove, and her back bowed. The slick let me in easy, the wet drag of it loud, and I gripped her hips and started to fuck her, the strap driving deep, the base of it grinding back against my own clit through the front of the diaper with every thrust so I gasped too. The crinkle of the thick diaper kept time with the slap of my hips into her ass, a filthy rhythm, her wetness running down the cock and onto the leather.

"This what you wanted all along," I said, voice rough, hammering into her. "Someone to take it out of your hands. Someone to hold you down and decide."

"Yes," she sobbed into the pillow. "Yes, please, harder, don't stop."

I did not stop. I pounded into her cunt, the wet squelch of it filling the room, my own clit lit up under the diaper where the base ground against it, and my own peak climbed, hot and tight. "You're going to come on this," I told her, "and then I'm going to take care of you, I'm going to put you to bed, you don't have to hold anything tonight."

That undid her. She wailed and came around the cock, her cunt clenching down in waves I could feel through the strap, and the clench of her dragging the base hard against my clit shoved me over too. I ground down into the diaper and came with her, my thighs locking, a short raw cry punched out of me, the warm bulk of the diaper mashed against my swollen clit while I shuddered. White went across the back of my eyes. Could not stop it. Did not want to. My hips kept jerking, fucking her through both of ours, the bed creaking, her name and mine tangled up in the wet air.

"Three," I managed, when I could speak. "Good girl."

She collapsed flat and I came down onto her back, the diaper crinkling soft between us, both of us breathing hard, slick and sweat-damp and ruined. I lay there a moment with my cheek between her shoulder blades, her heart slamming and slowing under me.

Then I got up. I unbuckled the harness and set it aside. I went to the bathroom and ran a cloth under warm water and came back and cleaned her, gentle now, because gentle was also mine to give. She let me. The woman who had bathed and powdered and tended me for months let me wipe her down and did not say a word, her eyes huge and wet on my face, like she could not believe the cloth was real.

"My turn in a minute," I said. "You'll change me before bed. But first you sleep."

"It's not even ten," she said faintly, an old habit reaching for control, the schedule, the hours.

"The Day Book says you're down at ten." I dropped the cloth in the basket. "I moved your bedtime up. You've been tired for a long time, Sloane. Years, I think. So I decided."

Her chin shook. She nodded.

I pulled the quilt up over her. I had thought, that first week, that I would have to burn this house down to get free of it. Walk out the gate in the big-girl clothes and never look back, prove I was still the sharp tired woman who used to run meetings and skip lunch and answer her phone at midnight. I had wanted so badly for someone else to take the wheel that I had handed it to the first hands that reached. And then I had found out those hands were shaking worse than mine.

I did not want out. I wanted the wheel. There is a difference, and it took me ten weeks padded and small to learn it.

I sat on the edge of the bed and wound the star-projector again, three turns, my hands steady. The little sky started to spin across the ceiling for her this time. She watched it with her cheek on the pillow, and her breathing went slow and even, and her face smoothed out into something I had never seen on her, the look she must have been chasing every time she put me down for the night. Someone else keeping the watch. Someone else holding the keys.

I thought about the crib down the hall. The one with my name painted across the headboard in pink, the one I had nearly taken an axe to when I understood what this house was. I had decided to keep it. Not because she wanted it. Because some nights I would want the bars and the small dark and the feeling of being kept, and when I wanted it I would climb in and pull the rail up myself, and that was the whole point. The named crib stays because I say it stays.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. I picked it up. A message from a name I did not know, then another under it, a string of them going back, women all through that contact thread. Talk of a house in the next county. A new little one who needed settling. A Mommy gone out of the rotation who left a placement open. Her old world, the one she came from before me, full of other houses and other beds and other people learning how to give the wheel away.

She had come from all that. She could have gone back to any of it.

I turned the phone face down on the nightstand. Let them have their houses. Let there be a hundred of them out there, soft-lit and locked, full of grown women learning to be small and tired women pretending they were strong. None of that was here. Here there was one Day Book on the wall in my handwriting, one ring of keys in my pocket, one bedtime I had set and one I would set for myself, and one woman asleep under my quilt because I decided she needed the rest.

This house is mine now.

I leaned down and kissed her forehead the way she used to kiss mine, and her mouth curved even in sleep. The diaper crinkled when I stood, thick and warm, and I left it on, because I had not decided yet whether tonight I was a woman or whether I was small, and the beautiful part, the part that still made my chest go tight in the dark, was that the deciding belonged to me.

I switched off the lamp. The little stars kept turning. I checked the gate code on the chalkboard one last time, the keys against my hip, the locked-no-more closet, all the things that used to be hers and were mine, and then I crossed the hall to the room with my name on the crib and stood looking at it for a long while.

Then I picked the big bed instead. Hers. I climbed in beside her and pulled her sleeping weight against me, her head onto my chest, and held the woman who had built a whole house so she would never have to be held. She sighed into my collarbone and burrowed closer in her sleep, needing it, finally getting it.

Half past nine had come and gone. I had set the hour and let it pass and chosen the next one myself. Tomorrow I would write Thursday on the wall. Tomorrow I would decide.

I closed my eyes in the spinning little light, kept and keeping, small when I wanted and never again only because someone made me, and I slept the deep clean sleep of a person who finally has the keys.
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