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Chapter 1: Rent Talk

Tom Ellery knew he was in trouble with the rent before Celia Harrow invited him into the kitchen to discuss it. Being a freelancer had its benefits, but it also had one big drawback – if people didn’t pay, Tom could quickly find himself in trouble. He had already been living from contract to contract for a while.

That was the worst part. It had not been a shock, or a mistake, or one of those sudden disasters that arrive with flashing lights and absolve you of responsibility. It had been a slow and inevitable car crash. It had been there every time he opened his banking app at half past midnight and stared at the numbers as if a different angle might improve them.

The invoice from the marketing agency he had just done work for had not been paid. That happened sometimes, but now it was becoming a real problem. Another job hadn’t come in for the last two weeks, and Tom was beginning to panic.

Time ticked by as Tom’s bank balance began to drain down to practically nothing.

Then the person who owed him the money stopped replying with cheerful apologies and began replying with nothing at all. Tom had sent polite emails. Then firmer ones. Then one that included the phrase “as previously agreed”, which was as close as he came to violence in professional life.

Still nothing happened. No payment. No explanation. No miracle. Just the same stubborn balance in his account and the rent date moving closer with the calm cruelty of a train.

He should have told Celia then.

Instead, he became very good at almost telling her.

He would stand in the hallway with one hand on the bannister, hearing her in the kitchen below, moving pans or closing cupboards, and think, now. Tell her now, just in case. She was not unreasonable. She lived in the house, so she was difficult to ignore. Tom just couldn’t hide in his room and pretend she wasn’t there.

Celia noticed everything. She’d have noticed he wasn’t working much these last few weeks, going out during the day in his shabby suit, laptop under his arm.

That, in the end, was why he avoided her.

He still passed her on the stairs, said good morning, took in parcels, wiped the shower screen, replaced the milk when he finished it, and answered her occasional questions with the obedient haste that had become second nature since moving in. But he avoided any conversation that might last long enough for her to look at him properly.

The townhouse sat on a quiet street in west London, modern and expensive, roomy compared to some other places he had lived in. From the outside it kept its Victorian face, pale brick, black railings, polished brass, window boxes with plants that seemed to light up the street. Inside, the design had been forged by Celia. Glass, pale oak, hidden lighting, good art, a long, narrow hallway that led into a kitchen so immaculate that Tom found a little stiffling.

The kitchen opened onto a small garden through glass doors, all slate, bamboo, and neat white flowers in rectangular planters. At night, when the garden lights came on and the city softened beyond the walls, the whole place looked like a photograph in a real estate magazine.

Tom rented the top room.

It was officially a lodger’s room, though the word made it sound meaner than it was. It had a double bed, built-in wardrobes, a desk under the window, and a view of the city across rooftops. The bathroom beside it was mostly his, although Celia insisted it remained “a house bathroom” and therefore subject to her standards. At first he had thought she meant normal cleanliness. Then she had once knocked on his door, handed him a bottle of glass cleaner and asked him to clean it.

He had cleaned the mirror. But he had felt less ‘at home’ after that, as if he was expecting Celia to inspect his room at regular intervals.

He had been in the house for nine months. Long enough to learn Celia’s routines, not long enough to stop feeling like a guest with keys. She ran a consultancy from the study on the first floor, something to do with brand strategy and private clients who arrived in posh cars rather than sending emails.

She was in her early fifties, though she seemed to be blessed with the sort of skin that had successfully fought back age. She dressed simply and elegantly: black trousers, silk shirts, soft jumpers, expensive shoes, occasionally an evening dress if she was going to an event of some sort in the swankier parts of Chelsea.

Tom was a twenty-nine-year-old struggling freelancer, over-polite and slightly intimidated by the world in general. He had long brown hair, which he kept tied back most of the time, and which he thought made him look faintly fashionable. His hands were narrow, his wrists too slim for most watches, his face softer than he liked in a world of Alpha males.

The first month he had lived there, Celia had said, “Stop apologising, Tom. I’m not going to bite you.”

He had said sorry before he could stop himself. She had looked at him over the rim of her coffee. He still thought about that. He had always been in awe of women like Celia. How could they be so cool and confident and seem to know what he was thinking? 

The rent was due on the first. On the second, he sent Celia a message rather than going downstairs and talking to her.

Hi Celia, slight delay on an invoice my end. I’ll transfer the rent as soon as it clears. Very sorry. Tom.

She replied twelve minutes later.

Thank you for letting me know.

On the fifth, he sent another.

Still chasing the payment. I’m sorry, this is embarrassing. I’ll update you tomorrow.

She did not reply that time.

On the seventh, he avoided the kitchen until almost ten at night, then ate toast in his room like a student hiding from a debt collector. On the ninth, he checked his account six times in one evening. On the eleventh, he considered asking his sister for help, then remembered she had two children, a mortgage and a husband who was not a fan of Tom’s freelancer lifestyle. He’d borrowed money before and had not paid it back.

On the twelfth, Celia found him in the hallway as he came in from a useless meeting with a client who had said “budgets are tight” while wearing a watch worth more than most people earn in a year.

“Tom.”

He stopped with one hand on his coat.

Celia stood at the foot of the stairs, perusing a small stack of mail. She wore a dark green blouse and black trousers, her hair swept back at the nape of her neck. She looked as if she had been expecting him. Maybe waiting and plotting and deciding what to do with her wayward lodger.

“Yes?”

“After dinner. Kitchen.”

His stomach tightened. “Of course. Is something wrong?”

She handed him a letter that had come for him and let the question sit there until he wished he had not asked it.

“We’ll talk after dinner,” she said. Her piercing look seemed to go through him more sharply this time and he felt that familiar tightening in his chest that always signalled his flight response.

She went back into the kitchen.

Tom stood in the hallway holding the letter and his coat and laptop, feeling nine years old and guilty of something involving a neighbour's dog.

After dinner did not mean with dinner. Celia did not invite him to eat with her at night. He made himself pasta upstairs in the small kitchenette Celia had allowed in the top room on the condition that he did not “turn it into a campsite.” He ate three mouthfuls, gave up, and spent fifteen minutes checking the escrow portal as if the money might arrive out of pity.

It did not.

It wasn’t as if he could even take the work back and punish the client that way. That was the problem with his line of work. He debated heading down to that office and making a scene but that was something he had never been very good at.

At half past eight, he went downstairs.

The kitchen was lit softly, under-cabinet lights washing the worktops in warm strips, the glass doors reflecting the room back at itself. Beyond them, the garden sat in squares of light and shadow. The city was visible only as a muted glow above the wall. A bottle of red wine stood open on the island, but neither glass beside it had been touched.

Celia was seated at the far side of the island with her laptop closed in front of her and a slim folder to one side. Not a pile of papers. A folder.

Tom stopped near the door.

“You can sit,” she said.

He did not. “I’d rather stand, if that’s all right.”

“It isn’t particularly.”

That made him sit. He chose the stool opposite her and immediately felt too exposed. The kitchen island between them looked like the bosses’ table at a large corporation. He placed his hands in his lap, then on the counter, then back in his lap.

“Do you know how far behind you are?”

He swallowed. “Yes.”

“Tell me.” He looked at the folder. “Tom.” His eyes returned to her. She had not raised her voice. She did not need to. Celia could make a name sound like a hand placed flat on a table.

“Four weeks,” he said. “A little over.”

“The amount.”

He rubbed his thumb against the side of his finger. “One thousand four hundred.”

“One thousand four hundred and fifty.”

“Yes.”

“And the next payment is due in just under three weeks.”

“I know.”

“Good.”

The word did not feel good.

She opened the folder and turned one page. “On the second, you told me an invoice had been delayed. On the fifth, you said you were still chasing it. On the seventh, you stopped updating me. Since then, you’ve altered your routine to avoid seeing me in the kitchen, you’ve eaten upstairs four times, and you left the house yesterday morning without breakfast because you heard me in here.”

Tom stared at her. A flush climbed up his neck. “I wasn’t avoiding you.” Celia looked at him. He lasted perhaps three seconds. “All right. I was. But not because I was trying to be disrespectful.”

“No. You were trying to avoid conflict.”

He lowered his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“You are always sorry. Unfortunately, it has not, so far, produced rent.”

He looked up, stung. “The invoice is real,” he said. “It isn’t an excuse. They owe me the money. I’ve chased it. I can show you the emails.”

“I’m sure you can.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“I believe you. I also believe you have allowed someone else’s late payment to become my problem while I was nice enough that I wouldn’t mention it.”

He opened his mouth. No answer came. He closed it again. Outside, a car passed along the street, the sound softened by glass. Celia folded her hands on the counter.

“Do you know why I dislike avoidance, Tom?”

He almost apologised again, caught himself, and said, “No.”

“Because it shows a particular kind of weakness. Money can be discussed. Dates can be changed. A plan can be negotiated.”

The house seemed to listen. He looked at the untouched wine bottle. “I was embarrassed.”

“Are you sure?”

“I thought I could fix it before you had to ask.”

“That sounds noble if one ignores the fact that it isn’t true.”

He let out a breath. “You’re not making this easy.”

“No.”

“Right.”

He looked down at his hands. Long fingers, pale knuckles, nails too neat for someone who claimed not to care how he appeared. Celia’s gaze followed his for a moment, then returned to his face. That small movement unsettled him.

“I can pay,” he said. “I mean, not tonight. But soon. I should have it next week. Maybe the week after.”

“Should.”

“Yes.”

“Maybe.”

He winced. “Yes.”

“Have you got more work coming in? I mean, if your last client doesn’t pay.”

“Things are a bit slow at the moment.”

“You have no current contract bringing in money, so we’re likely to struggle with the next payment too.”

“Yes.” This was it, he was about to be thrown out on his ear and that was it.

“You have three options,” she said. Tom felt his body go still. Celia slid a page across the island towards him, but kept her fingers on it until he looked at her. “The first is simple. You give notice and leave at the end of the month. I will not pursue the arrears immediately, provided you sign a repayment agreement before you go. You will have time to find somewhere cheaper. I will provide a reference that says you were clean, quiet and usually considerate.”

“Usually?”

“You are currently in arrears.” He nodded, because objecting under the circumstances felt unwise. “The second option is that you stay as you are, under a strict repayment plan. You pay the full rent going forward and an additional amount each month until the arrears are cleared. If you miss one payment, the arrangement ends.”

“That sounds fair.”

“It is fair. It may not be realistic.” He looked away. She had not said it cruelly. That made it harder. There was no easy prideful defence against a fact delivered without malice.

“And the third?” he asked.

Celia sat back slightly.

The room changed.

Not visibly. The lights remained warm. The wine remained untouched. The city still glowed beyond the garden wall. But something in the air narrowed, as if the conversation had stepped through a door and not yet turned on the light.

“The third is private,” she said.

Tom’s mouth went dry. “Private how?”

“You remain here. The arrears are reduced through a household arrangement. Part repayment, part domestic service. Cleaning, laundry, errands, household preparation, serving when required. The money would still matter until it was deemed you had paid sufficient off.”

He blinked. Domestic service.

“I can clean,” he said, too quickly.

“I know. You already clean when nervous.”

“That isn’t true.”

“Tom.” He stopped. She continued. “If I only wanted a cleaner, I would hire one. I can afford a cleaner.”

“What do you want, then?”

Celia studied him for a moment, and he had the uncomfortable sense that she had been waiting all evening for him to ask this particular question. It was loaded, he knew. He had been in enough failed meetings in the last few years to know when he was being set up for something.

“I think you would do better with rules,” she said.

He forced a small laugh. “Because I’m behind on rent?”

“Because when I give you a clear instruction, you seem to relax and become more at ease.”

The laugh died. He looked at the counter.

Celia’s voice remained even. “You like knowing what is expected. You like being corrected when the correction is safe. You dislike uncertainty so much that you will over-apologise until you are blue in the face. You have careful hands, long hair you hide as if it embarrasses you, and a habit of becoming softer whenever someone else takes charge. You are a submissive young man.”

Heat climbed into his face.

“That’s a lot to take for a late rent payment.”

“It isn’t for the rent payment.”

He looked at her then, despite himself. Her eyes were steady. That was the worst and strangest part. If she had smiled cruelly, if there had been even a hint that this was entertainment to her, he could have stood up and left with his integrity intact.

But Celia was not laughing. She had not raised the idea lightly. The thought frightened him more than ridicule would have.

“I don’t know what you’re suggesting,” he said.

“You do. You’re hoping I’ll say enough that you don’t have to make the decision yourself.”

His fingers tightened against his thigh. She noticed. Of course. Celia opened the folder again and took out a second sheet. She did not slide this one across.

“If you choose the third option, you will remain in this house under my rules. You will work off part of the arrears through domestic service. Not casually. Not when you feel like it. Properly. You will have duties, standards to adhere to, hours to work and consequences if you do not do your work properly. You will learn how I expect my home to be kept and how I expect to be served.”

The word served made something move in him. He hated that she saw it.

“And,” she said, “the role will not be masculine. Not for you.”

Tom stared at her. There it was.

“What does that mean?” he asked. His voice had gone quieter.

Celia tilted her head slightly. “It means you would become my maid-in-training.”

Tom laughed. He could not help it. It came out short, wrong and defensive. Celia waited as if she had just asked him to explain why his life was such a failure. That made the laugh worse. It had nowhere to go.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I thought you said, maid.”

“I did.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“I can.”

“I’m a man.”

“Yes.”

“Well, that seems relevant.”

“It is. Less than you think.”

He stood then. The stool scraped softly against the floor. He pushed one hand back through his long hair, accidently pulling it loose at the nape before letting it fall again.

“This is ridiculous.”

“Possibly.”

“Possibly?” He said, his voice squeaking slightly. “I’m your lodger.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re suggesting I dress up as a maid because I’m late with rent?”

“No.”

The single word cut through his rising panic. He stopped. Celia remained seated, still poised in that eerie way people accustomed to holding power can maintain almost effortlessly.

“I am suggesting you take one of three choices. Leaving, repayment, or a private arrangement. The third involves domestic service and feminisation because I believe the role suits something in you that you have been trying avoid. I am not suggesting it because you owe me money. The debt creates the conversation. It does not create the desire.”

Tom didn’t quite know what that meant. His mind was racing, and his heart rate had suddenly gone through the roof.

He looked towards the glass doors, seeing his own reflection faintly over the garden lights: tense, hair loose around his face now, shirt creased from work, eyes wide. A grown man standing in his landlady’s kitchen like a schoolboy summoned for a report.

“You don’t know anything about what I want.”

“No,” Celia said. “I know what I have observed these last few months. You have choices. They are yours to make.”

He turned back. “And if I say no?”

“You take option one or two.”

“No sudden eviction?”

“No.”

“No little comments when we pass on the stairs?”

Her mouth tightened, not quite a smile. “I can avoid little comments if you can avoid leaving mugs in the study.”

“That was once.”

“It left a ring.”

Despite himself, despite the heat in his face and the absurdity of the conversation, he almost smiled.

“The arrangement would be written,” she said. “Time-limited at first. One month. You may stop at any point, but if you stop, the rent debt remains, and we move to another option. The household duties would be real. The feminine presentation would also be real. I have no interest in cheap costume nonsense. You will be expected to assume the role properly.”

He swallowed. Feminine presentation. Maid-in-training. One month.

“What would you make me do?”

“Make is the wrong word.”

“What would you expect of me, then?”

That pleased her, though she did not show much of it. It was in the glisten of her cool eyes and the way her mouth curved slightly at the edge.

“As I said. Service. Standards. Obedience during agreed hours. No sulking. No pretending this is a joke. I expect complete compliance.” Her gaze moved over him with the same exactness that had unsettled him before. His hair. His shoulders. His hands. His mouth. “There would be physical preparation first,” she said. “Hair removal. Makeup. Nails. Lingerie. Uniform. Then mental preparation. Learning how to behave, move, and talk. Eventually more, if you choose to continue.”

Tom’s stomach tightened.

He saw, for one dangerous second, something like satin. Not clearly. More an impression than an image. Black fabric. White apron. His own hair was not tied back, but styled. Hands changed by nails. A role so complete he could not laugh it off and could not escape.

He looked away quickly.

Celia’s voice softened, but not much. “There it is.”

“What?”

“The part of you that wants this. At least to try it. To pull away and be something different.”

He shook his head. “You’re reading too much into my embarrassment.”

“Embarrassment is a truth in itself. You’re only embarrassed because you are considering it.”

“That sounds convenient.”

“It is inconvenient for both of us.”

He moved to the far side of the island and rested his hands on the cool worktop. The stone felt solid beneath his palms. He needed that. Something in the conversation had made the room feel less stable, as if the floor was suddenly going to move and pull him down.

The third option remained there, impossible and waiting.

Maid-in-training. Under her rules. In her home.

“You said a new name would come later,” he said, then immediately wished he had not.

Celia’s eyes changed. “You will need a new name, of course.”

“Of course. That makes everything fine.” She gave him a cold look. He straightened. “I’m just trying to understand the arrangement.”

“No,” she said. “You’re testing the boundaries already.”

He hated the accuracy of that. Hated it enough to feel the truth of it under his ribs.

“What name?” he asked.

“I have ideas.”

“Of course you do.”

“They are not for tonight.”

“Why?”

“Because the name needs to be earned, I think.”

He breathed out a laugh. Smaller this time. Not defensive enough to be useful. “You really have thought about this.”

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

Celia was silent for a moment. That was the first time she seemed to choose against complete honesty.

“Long enough to know if I brought it up that you would agree.” The sentence made something in him ease and tighten at once. “I know the situation is unusual. I own the house. You owe me money. I am older, richer and more controlled than you are. If I pretend none of that matters, this will not work.”

“Why me?” The question was direct and more daring than he thought at the time

“Because I think you want structure in your life. Because I think you are tired of pretending passivity is the perfect way to live. Because I think the feminine part of you has been waiting for permission to be given a chance.”

Tom looked down. His hands had shifted on the worktop. Fingers close together. Careful. Almost arranged. He pulled them back.

The silence stretched.

The wine remained untouched.

Tom thought of leaving. Just saying, I’ll take the repayment plan, thank you, then going upstairs, closing his door, and never again stepping into the kitchen without a bodyguard. He could do that. It would be sensible.

But what was he preserving, saving? His late rent? His habit of avoidance when things got tough? His nightly bank checks? His other habit of gratefully waiting for other people to tell him what to do while pretending to resent them?

He thought of the second option. Full rent plus repayment. Doable if the invoice came in. Difficult if it did not. And it wasn’t likely to now. He would spend months strained and apologetic, measuring every grocery shop against arrears, shrinking himself further inside the room he was trying to keep. And that was if more work came in, which it didn’t seem was going to happen either.

Then the third option.

A clean house. Rules. Celia’s voice giving instructions. His long hair brushed instead of tied away. Smoothness. Makeup. A uniform not as a joke, but as something exacting and serious. A version of himself under Celia’s eye that could not apologise for what it was in reality.

His pulse quickened. Celia stood at last. The movement was small, but it changed the balance of the room. She came around the island and stood a few feet from him. Not too close.

“I do not need an answer tonight.”

That startled him. “You don’t?”

“No. You should sleep. Read the terms. Decide tomorrow.”

The reprieve should have relieved him.

Instead, panic rose. Tomorrow meant a whole night alone with the idea. A whole night to talk himself into a nervous wreck. A whole night for shame to harden around curiosity until he could no longer tell which had come first. He looked at the folder. Then at Celia.

“If I choose it,” he said, “the third option.” She waited. “I could still stop?”

“Yes.”

“And if I stop, we go to the repayment plan?”

“Or you leave. Depending on the circumstances.”

He nodded.

“And you’re not going to...” He stopped, annoyed by the childishness of the question.

Celia’s voice was quieter. “Not going to what?”

“Mock me.”

Her expression changed. “No.”

The word was gentler than anything else she had said. He looked away, towards the glass doors and the reflected kitchen, the two of them caught there like people in another version of the house. Celia composed, Tom uncertain, the city beyond them blurred into light.

His voice came before he trusted it. “I’ll do it.” Celia did not move. “For the rent,” he added quickly.

He could live inside for the rent. He could hang the whole impossible thing on debt and duty and necessity. He could become whatever she asked, perhaps, if it remained attached to numbers in a folder. Celia studied him for long enough that the excuse began to feel thin.

Then she reached for the untouched wine, poured one glass, and pushed it gently across the island towards him. He did not take it.

“People often choose the practical,” she said, “before they understand the private reason.”

Tom looked at the glass. Then at her. No clever answer came.

Outside, beyond the glass doors, the city lights trembled faintly in the dark.


Chapter 2: No More Rough Edges

Tom slept badly, which was a generous description of how his brain went into overdrive between midnight and six.

He lay in his room at the top of Celia Harrow’s townhouse, staring at the ceiling while the city made its distant noises beyond the window. A bus passed now and then. Someone laughed in the street below just after one. A fox screamed around three, which seemed to mirror the turmoil in his head at just the right time.

On the desk beside his laptop lay the agreement.

Celia did not make offers without paperwork. The document was three pages long, cleanly written, without legal padding or coy phrasing. It stated the arrears. It stated the agreed reduction for household services. It stated that either party could stop the arrangement, though the rent debt would then revert to a repayment plan. It stated hours, privacy, boundaries, records, standards, and that “presentation requirements” would be discussed in advance.

Presentation requirements.

Tom had read that phrase several times and wondered what it meant in reality. He had also read the final clause more often than he cared to admit.

Participation in fully feminised domestic service is a part of the role and is non-negotiable.

Celia had written that in bold. He could hear her in the phrasing: precise, cool, unwilling to let the words be ambiguous. He had expected, foolishly perhaps, something more humiliating. Something that would give him a clean reason to refuse. Instead, the paper was sensible. Almost kind. He wondered what she got out of this. There were women who liked to subjugate men and took pleasure in it. This didn’t seem to quite fit that, unless he was misreading her badly.

Just before six in the morning, he gave up on sleep and showered.

He took longer than usual over everything. Hair washed, because he did not know whether that mattered and found himself suddenly anxious about details. Face shaved, though not as carefully as it would later be shaved. Teeth brushed twice. He stood in front of the bathroom mirror, his long wet hair hanging around his face, and tried to see what Celia saw.

Softness, she had said. Obedience. Long hair. It wasn’t as if he were a rocker. He had always liked his hair long, ever since university.  The feminine part of you has been waiting for something to happen for so long that it has begun to look like shame.

He gripped the edge of the sink basin and looked in the mirror. It gave him no help.

By seven, he was dressed in jeans and a grey jumper, though he had considered a shirt, then rejected it because looking formal would make him feel like he was attending his own disciplinary hearing. He tied his hair back, untied it, tied it again. The act felt suddenly loaded. Yesterday, it had been practical. Today, it was something different. What, he wasn’t quite sure.

He left it tied. Celia was already in the kitchen when he came down.

The house smelled of coffee and toasted sourdough. Morning light lay across the worktops, clear and merciless. Beyond the glass doors, the garden looked too neat and slightly cartoonish.

Celia stood at the island in black trousers and a white blouse, sleeves rolled to the forearms. Her hair was pinned back. No jewellery except a watch. No softness added for his benefit. On the counter beside her were two coffees, a folder, and a small silver pen placed exactly parallel to the edge of the island. She liked neatness to the point of OCD, Tom suspected.

He stopped in the doorway.

She looked up. “You look awful.”

“Good morning.”

“I take it you haven’t slept much.”

“Too many thoughts.”

“Bad or good?”

He thought for a moment. “A mixture of both, I think.”

She pushed one of the coffees towards him. “Drink. Then sign, if you still intend to do this.”

The if mattered. She did not say because you agreed. She did not say I expect you to do this now. She gave him an out, and for that, he was grateful. Tom took the coffee and wrapped both hands around the mug.

“Have you changed your mind?” she asked.

He looked at the agreement.

“No.”

“No. Let’s hope you mean it. Try not to use it simply because you’re trying to buy time.”

He forced a smile that he hoped was cynical. “You’re starting early.”

“I started last night. You were too slow to notice.”

That had a faint edge of humour, but she did not force it. He appreciated that. Too much hard-edged commenting this morning would have felt like he was being forced. He sat at the island, read the agreement again, and signed before he could turn back.

His signature looked too ordinary on the page. Thomas Ellery. There he was. Rent late. Hair tied back. Hand steady enough, but brain still working overtime.

Celia took the pen when he set it down. “Good.” The word made him lift his head. “Interesting,” she said.

“What?”

“You have quite feminine handwriting.”

Tom’s brow furrowed. He wondered if that was intentional. Something he had forged without really knowing why. “I hadn’t noticed,” he said.

For several minutes, nothing happened. Celia checked something on her phone. Tom stared at the garden again. The ordinary pause unsettled him more than immediate action would have. He had braced for the arrangement to begin with a uniform, a command, perhaps some humiliating object placed on the table. Instead, Celia rinsed her cup, put it in the dishwasher, wiped a nonexistent mark from the counter and said, “Upstairs in ten minutes. Your bathroom.”

Tom’s stomach tightened.

“My bathroom?”

“Where else?”

“I don’t know. I assumed...” He stopped.

Celia turned. “You assumed.”

That put heat into his face. “I don’t know.”

“No. I suppose you don’t.”

He looked at the floor, as if he was being scolded for a reason he couldn’t fathom. “I thought there would be a uniform.”

“There will be.”

“When?”

“When there is something suitable to wear it.” She could see him suddenly starting to falter.  She came back to the island and rested her fingertips on the closed folder. “Listen carefully. No performance this morning. No pretending you have misunderstood what we are doing here. No trying to be amusing because you don’t want to take it seriously. If you want to stop, you say stop. Do you understand?”

The firmness steadied him, absurdly.

“Yes.”

“Say it properly.”

“I understand.”

“Good. We will begin with cream.”

He blinked. “Cream?”

“Hair removal cream. Properly used. Timed. Rinsed. Soothed afterwards. I dislike stubble, razor rash and roughness. I dislike the idea of you cutting yourself with a razor too because your hands shake.”

“They don’t shake.”

She glanced at his hands around the mug. “Besides, razors take too long.”

He put the mug down.

The practical care of it made his chest tighten. He had expected something less organised, perhaps because that would have made it easier to accept. Celia did not give him that. She seemed to have a clear plan and he again wondered how long she had been planning this curious game.

At ten past seven, he stood in his bathroom while Celia arranged products on the counter.

His bathroom had seemed to come into sharp focus. It was modern, white and glass, with warm grey tiles, a heated floor, a large mirror and a shower screen he cleaned after each wash. Morning light came through the narrow, frosted window. The mirror caught everything. Tom in jeans and a jumper, hair tied at the nape, watching his landlady place towels, cream, moisturiser, soft cloths and a small bowl of warm water in an orderly row.

Celia had changed her manner. She had put on a dark apron over her blouse, and the sight of it did something odd to him. It made the scene controlled. She lifted one bottle and showed him the label. “Hair removal cream. Sensitive skin. We still test first.”

“Test?”

“A small patch. I don’t want you to start with a nasty rash.”

He gave a short, nervous laugh. Celia looked at him. The laugh stopped.

“Sorry.”

“Stand still.”

That was not kind, exactly. She was in no-nonsense mode, and he had the impression that if he made too many jokes, she might just give up and throw him out the door.  She took his wrist and turned his arm slightly, applying a small amount of cream near the inside of his forearm. Her fingers were cool. It made his stomach squirm a little.

“Ten minutes,” she said. “If it burns, say so.”

“It’s fine.”

They waited.

Nothing happened. Or rather, too much happened in his head while nothing happened on his skin. Celia leaned against the counter, arms folded, watching the timer rather than him. Tom stood in the middle of the bathroom, feeling ridiculous in the pause. The cream sat on his arm like a small white accusation.

“You are allowed to breathe,” she said without looking up.

“I’m saving it.”

“For what?”

“The rest of the morning.”

“That may be wise.” The line was dry. He gave a faint smile, and this time she let it go.

When the patch was rinsed and checked, Celia nodded.

“No reaction. Undress.”

Tom looked at her.

She did not repeat herself. She simply turned slightly and lifted a folded towel.

“We can’t apply it over your clothes.”

He swallowed. “Are you staying?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you might...”

“Leave you alone? No.”

He removed his jumper first. Slowly, because speed would make the moment look eager and slowness made it worse. T-shirt next. His chest was not especially hairy, but enough. Enough that the idea of losing it now made his skin feel exposed.

Celia did not stare. She assessed, looking Tom up and down. There was a difference, and he didn’t find it completely comforting.

“Jeans,” she said.

He undid them, pushed them down and stepped out. Socks followed.

He stood in black boxer briefs, bare-chested, long hair tied back, arms too aware at his sides. She looked at them as Tom blushed. He removed the briefs and stood there passively, shivering slightly. She turned him and checked his back.

“Hair down,” Celia said.

That surprised him. “Why?”

“Because I said so.”

He reached behind and pulled the tie loose. His hair fell around his shoulders, still slightly damp from the shower. He almost pushed it back at once, but Celia’s look stopped him.

“Leave it.”

“It gets in the way.”

“Most things do.”

He did not know whether she meant the hair.

She told him to hold out his hands and he did so. The heated floor warmed his bare feet. Celia squeezed the cream into his palms and then instructed him to rub it lightly onto his legs.

He coated the first leg from the ankle to the thigh, then started on the other. The cream felt cold and faintly chemical. There was nothing glamorous about it. No candlelight. No satin. No soft music. Just a bright bathroom, a woman in an apron, and his body being methodically stripped of roughness. She squeezed cream into his palms periodically as he worked over his body, around the groin and buttocks, stomach and chest, finally the armpits.

“So this is the part where I turn into a swan?”

Celia paused. He regretted it instantly. She looked at him. Not angry. Disappointed would have been worse, but it was not quite that either.

“That was a joke, and it was inappropriate. If you can’t say something important, don’t say anything at all.”

He looked away. Blushing. The timer was set. Ten minutes.

He stood awkwardly, body coated and glistening in the light, feet apart, his nakedness embarrassing.

“I know.”

Celia checked her phone for messages, then the small digital timer.

“Five minutes.”

“It’s stinging a bit.”

“That’s normal. Stand still.”

He turned his head and met her gaze in the mirror. She did not look away. Tom kept listening for burning, for pain, for an excuse to stop. His body, unhelpfully, behaved. No reaction. No emergency. No rescue. After ten minutes, she tested a spot on his leg and the dissolving hair came away. She let him stand another couple of minutes and then told him to get in the shower with a body scrubber and begin washing off the cream.

The warm water hit his shoulders first, then ran over his chest and arms, down his legs. He expected relief. He began gently rubbing the scrubber over his flesh and swathes of gunky hair began to drop off and swirl towards the plug hole. Steam rose around him and his flesh seemed to change, become silky and bare. The hair around his groin disappeared and he felt a rush of heat in his face at the nakedness of it.

His skin felt everything.

Water moved over him like silk clothing. Without hair, there was no interference. The sensation was not erotic in any simple way, though it was not neutral either. It was sensual. His body seemed more alive than before, as if someone had turned up his sense of touch.

Through the glass, Celia tidied the counter and put away the epilation cream. When he stepped out, she handed him a towel and looked away just enough.

“Pat dry. Do not scrub.”

He did. Carefully.

His skin looked faintly pink in places but calm. The absence of hair changed him more than he had expected. He had not been very hairy. Not really. Yet the removal made him look younger, softer, less male. His long hair, dampened slightly by steam, hung around his face and shoulders again, making the smoothness below feel even stranger. Celia inspected his body and seemed satisfied that his male hair was now a thing of the past.

He wrapped the towel around his waste, glad to be hidden. Celia gave him the razor and shaving foam for his face.

“This part you know. Do it properly.”

“Do I usually do it badly?”

“Yes.”

He stared at her.

“You rush and don’t take enough care,” she said.

That sounded like Celia’s life philosophy for him from now on.

He shaved at the basin while she stood beside him, close enough to observe but not close enough to do it for him. Face, jaw, throat. Rinse the blade. Check the line. Go slowly around the mouth. The act was familiar, but changed by the context of the morning and his passive acceptance of what was about to happen. He had shaved thousands of times to remain presentable as Tom. Now he shaved because the face to come required a cleaner foundation.

He nicked himself once near the jaw.

Celia pressed a tissue to it before he could.

“Careless.”

“Sorry.”

Her fingers held the tissue lightly against his skin. No softness except the practical kind. Somehow, that was more intimate. The bleeding stopped.

After the shave came moisturiser.

Celia placed the bottle in his hand. “You do it. Legs first.”

He looked at it.

“Is there a correct way to apply moisturiser too?”

“Yes.”

“I regret asking.”

“Your levity is misplaced. No jokes, remember.”

He let out a breath. “Do you ever miss anything?”

“Rarely.”

He sat on the closed toilet lid and applied the moisturiser to his legs. His nakedness was revealed again and it brought a lump to his throat.  The first touch of his own hand against his smooth calf made him pause.

Celia said nothing.

He continued, slower. The lotion warmed under his palm, spreading over bare skin. His hand travelled from ankle to knee, then over the thigh, then higher. The skin felt too fine, too exposed, like a surface that had been neglected and then abruptly cared for. He could feel the shape of his leg more clearly now. The muscle, the bone, the soft places.

He worked up over his body, trying to take his time but feeling impatient.

His palm moved over smooth skin, and a strange quiet opened in him. Not peace. That would be too grand. But a pause in the internal noise. A moment where embarrassment did not vanish but dissipated into something new. His body had been altered in just a few short minutes and it was oddly spiritual.

He liked the smoothness.

The knowledge came as a brief thought. He liked it. Not just as a sensation but the way his skin looked now that it was moisturised. It was an odd capitulation and he should have hated it. If he were a normal man. 

Celia saw this too.

“Don’t punish yourself for noticing,” she said.

“I wasn’t.”

“Really?”

He stood quickly. “Can we not do that?” She raised an eyebrow as if asking for explanation. “The part where you say what I’m doing before I’ve decided whether I’m doing it.”

“All right,” she said.

That startled him more than another correction would have.

She picked up the white robe hanging from the back of the door and handed it to him. He put it on. The cotton touched his smooth skin everywhere it reached. His arms inside the sleeves. His legs below the hem. His chest where the robe parted slightly before he tied the belt. The sensation was so different from before that he had to lower his eyes.

Celia adjusted nothing. She let him tie feel it.

“Look,” she said.

This time, the word was not a command exactly. More a test of whether he would run from the mirror while standing still. Tom looked. A man in a white robe looked back.

But not the same man who had come into the bathroom. His long hair was loose around his face. His jaw was clean. His skin, where visible, was smooth and faintly glistened with the moisturiser.

Celia stood beside him in the mirror. The contrast should have made him feel smaller. It did, but not in the way he expected. He did not feel for a moment as if he could stop this.

“Humiliated?” she asked.

“A bit.”

“A bit.”

He looked at her reflection. “Don’t make me say the rest.”

She considered that.

Then nodded.

“Okay.”

Again, the unexpected mercy. He swallowed. It was as if she had decided to coax me along.

“What happens now?”

“You eat breakfast.”

That answer was so ordinary he nearly laughed.

“I’m standing here looking like a plucked chicken” He gestured, then stopped because he did not know what else to say.

“You look like someone who needs breakfast,” Celia said. “Then we begin.”

He said nothing.

“The uniform will come later.” His face heated. “But first, you will need a face.” She continued, calm as ever. “No satin lingerie. No stockings. No dress. If I give you clothing before the face, you will not begin to understand what you are meant to be.”

That made his stomach tighten.

Celia untied her apron and folded it with irritating care. Then she opened a drawer beneath the sink. Tom had used this bathroom for nine months and had not known the drawer contained anything except spare soap and cleaning cloths.

It now held a makeup case.

Of course it did.

Celia lifted it onto the counter and opened it.

Inside: bottles, brushes, palettes, sponges, pencils, tubes. More tools. More sequence. More evidence that she had thought beyond the rent talk long before he signed anything.

Tom looked at the case. Then at himself in the mirror.

Smooth. Shaken. Not ready.

Still here.

Celia laid out the products one by one: cleanser, moisturiser, colour corrector, foundation, brow pencil, eye palette, mascara, blush, lipstick. She placed each item with care, as if to build some anticipation in Tom. It seemed to be working.

Then she looked at him in the mirror.

“Soon,” she said, “we find out how much of you has been hiding all these years.”


Chapter 3: The Maid’s Face

Breakfast seemed to drag itself through a dream world. He sat in the kitchen, eating a poached egg on toast while Celia disappeared to do whatever she was doing. He had decided that she liked to control and that she had seen something in him that piqued her interest.

Tom had never thought of a face as something that could be built, which was what Celia seemed to be suggesting.

Cleaned, yes. Shaved. Washed in the shower with the same distracted efficiency he applied to most parts of himself. Sometimes moisturised in winter, when his skin became dry enough to make the choice less vanity than business sense. He had owned lip balm, though mostly because his sister had once put three tubes in his Christmas stocking after watching him chew at a cracked lower lip through an entire family lunch.

But built?

No.

Faces were what people had.

They were tired or plain or handsome or forgettable. Tom’s had always been soft in a way he had resented. Too gentle around the mouth. Too open when caught off guard. Not masculine, in other words. Cheekbones that seemed to stand out in the wrong light. Eyes that made him look like a rabbit in the headlights when he was only thinking about whether to have pasta or a risotto for dinner.

He had spent years trying to make his face seem more definite.

Shorter hair had not suited him, though he had tried it once at university and spent six months looking like a boy who was always going to lose an argument. Stubble had helped a little, or he thought it had, until a woman he was briefly seeing told him it was all just bumfluff and maybe he should just give up with the beard look. He had learned to keep his expression mild and agreeable, which was useful in meetings, with clients, with Celia, with anyone who might be a threat. He called it Zen. Most others called it Beta. That’s why he had not been paid for the last job – the guy had seen a mark and knew he could take advantage.

Now his face had been shaved clean under Celia’s supervision.

His body hair had been removed with cream. His skin was smooth beneath the white robe. His long hair hung loose around his shoulders because Celia had told him to leave it down and he had obeyed without much hesitation.

And on the bathroom counter, Celia had laid out makeup. She had done it before breakfast so Tom would have time to think, to anticipate what was to come next.

Not one or two things. A full spread of feminine tools and colours arranged beneath the bright mirror as if the morning had always been heading here.

Now, Tom stood in the robe and looked at them.

“Do you know what you’re doing?” he asked, for something to say.

Celia glanced at him as if what he had said was preposterous. “Yes,” she said simply.

“I mean, rearly.”

“I understood you the first time.”

“It’s just that there seem to be a lot of brushes.”

“There are.”

“And bottles.”

“Also, true.”

“I don’t want to look stupid.”

That came out before he could dress it up as humour. Celia’s expression changed slightly again. “That says something about you. That you want to look your best.”

“I think most people would.”

“Most people aren’t standing in my bathroom looking to become the perfect maid.”

He lowered his eyes. “That makes things sound worse.”

“No. It’s just the path you have chosen.”

He almost apologised, caught himself, and folded his hands inside the sleeves of the robe instead. The motion made the fabric shift over his smooth arms. That was still new enough to distract him.

“Sit.”

The stool sat near the counter. Tom lowered himself down, careful not to let the robe fall open at the knee, though it did anyway. Smooth skin flashed in the mirror. He tugged the fabric back.

Celia stood behind him and gathered his long hair back from his face, not tying it this time but clipping it loosely so it fell behind his shoulders. Her fingers brushed the side of his neck. Tom’s back straightened, and he resisted a shiver. She looked at him as if he were a project, something she had planned for a long time and now was going to begin realising.

She began with skincare. That seemed excessive until she placed a cotton pad against his skin and wiped with a gentle firmness that made him realise washing and preparing were not the same thing. The cleanser was cool. It had a faint, clean, and feminine scent. He watched as she worked across his forehead, cheeks, nose, jaw, and throat.

“Your skin is a little sensitive from shaving,” she said. “So we keep this light.”

“It feels cool.”

“That’s the point. And a strong foundation for the makeup.”

He looked at her in the mirror.

She had said it plainly, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. It did more to steady him than reassurance would have.

After the cleanser came more moisturiser. She dabbed it onto his skin rather then gently rubbed it in. Forehead. Cheeks. Around the mouth. Jaw. He tried not to close his eyes but her touch was sensual without being too obvious.

“You will learn to do this yourself in due course,” Celia said.

“Yes.”

“I’m not here to pamper you.”

He closed his eyes for a moment and his lips parted.

Without the mirror, he felt everything. Celia’s fingers, the smooth skin beneath the robe, the heat of the bathroom floor, the faint weight of his hair clipped back, the exposed place at his throat where her touch lingered for half a second and then moved away.

“Open your eyes, pay attention.”

He opened his eyes. His face looked the same. No. Not quite. Fresher. That word came to him and embarrassed him enough that he blushed a little

Celia picked up a small pot.

“Colour corrector. For what shaving cannot hide.”

He let out a small breath. “You don’t have to explain everything.”

“I do. You have to learn.”

Tom looked at his reflection. His clean-shaven jaw, the slight darkness around the mouth, the face still insistently his.

She used a small brush to apply peach-toned corrector around his mouth and along the jaw. The colour looked alarming at first, too strong against his skin. He opened his mouth to say something. Celia lifted one finger. He closed it. Enough talking.

She blended with a sponge, tapping rather than dragging. As the peach softened into his skin, the shadow faded as if by magic. The mouth and jaw no longer carried the same hard line and even seemed a little smaller.

“Better,” she said.

Foundation came next.

Celia had matched his skin tone too well. That detail bothered him. It meant she had prepared long before this moment. Not in a rushed, improvised way after the rent talk, but well before. She had looked at his face across breakfast, on the stairs, in the hallway, and somewhere in that calm mind of hers she had chosen a foundation shade for a conversation her victim did not yet know was coming.

He should have been angry. He was a little. But beneath it was a stranger feeling. He had been singled out for something.

She applied the foundation sparingly. Forehead, nose, cheeks, chin, jaw. Then she blended and blended until the makeup stopped looking like makeup and began looking like his skin, more flawless and healthier looking.

Tom leaned towards the mirror despite himself. Celia paused and let him take it in.

“What are you checking for?”

“I don’t know.”

He met her eyes in the glass. She waited, satisfied that the base of his face was now nearly in place. She worked a little more at the jawline when he sat back, then turned his face gently with two fingers beneath his chin. The touch was light and slightly thrilling in a way he hadn’t expected. The financial worries of the last few weeks seemed to fade away.

“Do not look away every time you see a change,” she said.

“I’m not used to it.”

“Of course not.”

His skin looked smoother. His face was softer, but not weaker. The faint unevenness had gone. Without the shadow around his mouth, his features seemed less tired. It made him uneasy because he had not realised how much of his ordinary face could look with the right attention.

Celia picked up a brow pencil.

“Brows.” He almost laughed. It came out as a breath. “Fortunately, they’re quite fine for a boy. We may have to add some definition tomorrow. If I decide.”

He nodded once, not fully understanding but increasingly letting her take charge. She brushed his brows upward, trimmed nothing yet, only filled and shaped lightly. The difference was subtle at first. Then suddenly not. His eyes seemed clearer beneath them. His face gained a new line, a new expression. .

Tom frowned.

Celia adjusted the pencil. “Don’t do that. Let your face stay passive.”

He stared at the reflection.

He could still see himself. Of course, he could. No amount of foundation and brow pencil had erased him. But something had shifted. It was as if he was disappearing by increments and something deep inside appeared grateful for the fact.

The eyes came slowly.

Celia used neutral shades, nothing glittery or crude. This wasn’t for a party look. Quite the opposite. A soft wash over the lid, a deeper tone at the outer corner, a careful line near the lashes that made him hold his breath. She told him when to close his eyes, when to open, and when to look down.

He obeyed. He had no idea when obedience began to take hold of him fully.

The brush moved lightly over his skin. Every now and then, Celia steadied his face with fingertips at his temple or chin. Her concentration was complete. Not affectionate, but attentive in a way that made him feel cared for rather than manipulated. He knew that was stupid, but he let that become his reality because he was aware of the changes and wanted them to continue.

“Eyes open.”

He opened them.

His eyes looked larger.

The shape had been brought forward. The softness he disliked had become something else with the right shadow and line around it. The eyes looked expressive and natural in a way he hadn’t imagined.

He stared. Celia capped the pencil. “You see it.”

“What?”

“Do not make me drag every truth out of you. It becomes tedious.”

He swallowed. “I have nice eyes.”

Her mouth tightened in faint approval. “Good.”

“Why is that good?”

“Because allowing yourself to feel pleasure is part of your transformation.”

He looked away. She turned his face back to her. “They were the first things I noticed.”

Mascara finished the look of the eyes and he held his breath in anticipation. The wand came close to his eye. Celia told him to keep still, then waited until he breathed. “Look down.” He did. The first sweep through his lashes felt strange, a small tug and darkening. She did the other eye, then asked him to blink. He blinked too hard. “Gently.”

With mascara, his eyes changed again. Deeper, brighter, perfectly framed. He had never thought his lashes were anything. Now they cast tiny shadows when he blinked. It was such a small thing, yet he felt the change throughout his face. Looking became different when his eyes were made to be looked at.

Blush came next.

He did not understand blush. It seemed unnecessary until Celia applied it high on his cheeks and blended it so the colour rose as if from beneath the skin. It took away the flatness the foundation had created. His face warmed. He looked more alive. Younger, perhaps..

He touched his cheek without thinking. Celia caught his wrist before his fingers reached the makeup.

“No touching.”

“Sorry.”

“What were you about to do?”

“I don’t know.”

“You wanted to check whether it was still your face, I suppose.”

The lipstick was last.

Foundation had softened. Eyes had opened. Brows had framed. Blush had warmed. But the mouth remained almost untouched, and he was aware of it now in a way he had never been. His lips felt too bare. Celia chose a shade from the neat row she had laid out. A luscious red. Feminine and perfect.

“Do you want to do this yourself?” she asked.

The question surprised him. His answer did too. “No.” She nodded and smiled. She took a small brush, loaded it with colour, and leaned closer.

“Relax your mouth.” That was impossible. “Tom.”

He let his lips part slightly.

Celia applied the lipstick with care. Lower lip first, then upper, shaping the bow, softening the edges, filling the centre. The brush was intimate in a way nothing else had been because the mouth was not merely surface. It was a small, glorious canvas which would finish the look. She blotted once with tissue, then added another light layer.

“There,” she said.

She stepped back.

Tom looked.

The room seemed very quiet. He had expected a man in makeup. That would have been easier. A failure he could name. A silly costume face. A joke waiting for someone to laugh.

Instead, the mirror showed someone plausible. Not fully feminine yet. The robe was still plain white. His hair was clipped away, not styled. His body beneath the robe had not yet been shaped by lingerie or satin. But the face above the collar had changed beyond anything he had prepared for.

Pretty. The word appeared, unwanted and exact. His skin smooth. Brows soft but defined. Eyes larger, darkened by mascara. Cheeks warm. Mouth full and coloured and impossible to ignore. The softness he had spent years resenting had not been hidden. It had been optimised.

His throat tightened. Celia stood beside him, watching his reflection rather than his face.

“A maid’s face,” she said, “must be composed.”

He swallowed. “I don’t feel composed.”

“That is why this process matters. You are frightened, even if you don’t want to admit it. You’re frightened of where this will lead and that you might like it. Your face does not need to accept fear. It can be pleasing, neat, and calm. Not false. Managed.”

He looked at the lips in the mirror when he spoke. He wasn’t quite sure what she meant. Not yet.

Tom breathed out slowly.

“I don’t know what to do with it.”

“With the face?”

“With looking like this.”

Celia’s expression softened by a fraction. “First enjoy it. Then accept.”

She reached for a small box from the makeup case.

“Hands.”

He looked down at his hands in his lap.

“What about them?”

His hands, careful, narrow, pale, were clenched in the robe. Celia placed the box on the counter and opened it. False nails. Soft pink, elegant, almond-shaped, longer than his own but not extreme. Beside them were small files, adhesive tabs, wipes, a cuticle stick, and everything was arranged as carefully as the makeup.

Tom stared. “I thought nails came later.”

“They come now.”

“Why?”

“Because they will alter how you move and how you handle things. They are very important.”

The idea of his hands changing made the whole thing more immediate. A face could be ignored if there were no mirrors. Hands had to work. Touch. Lift. Hold. Open doors. Pick up cups. Fiddle with buttons.

Celia took his right hand. She cleaned each nail, filed lightly, and pushed back the cuticles with clinical care. The preparation felt gently formal. He watched his hand in hers. His fingers looked longer under her attention, more delicate than he wanted them to be.

“You have good nail beds,” she said.

He gave her a look through the mirror. “That’s reassuring. I think.”

She selected the nails by size, laying them in order. Thumb to little finger. Then the left hand. Each one chosen, checked, adjusted. The process was slow enough to make him aware that she was changing him in another small way that seemed, deep down, monumental.

The first nail went on his right little finger. Small pressure. Hold. Release. His finger changed.

Only the end of it, yet the effect was immediate. The soft pink length extended his hand, altered the line, made the finger look less blunt, more elegant. Celia continued. Ring finger, middle, index, thumb. One by one, his hand became unfamiliar. He held it up without thinking. The nails caught the bathroom light.

“Let them set properly,” Celia said. He lowered his hand.

The second hand was worse because he knew what was coming and watched it happen. By the time she finished, both hands rested on the robe, transformed. Not claws. Not ridiculous.

He tried to curl his fingers fully. The nails resisted.

He touched the belt of the robe and felt the tips meet fabric before his fingertips did. That tiny delay unsettled him. He lifted a strand of hair that had fallen forward onto his face and found the motion altered inexplicably. He had to use the side of his finger rather than grab the strand. When Celia handed him a glass of water, he reached for it as usual and clicked one nail softly against the glass.

The sound was small. It might as well have been a bell. Celia watched him hold the glass.

“You will learn.”

“It like having chopsticks on my fingers.”

He looked at her over the rim of the glass.

The lipstick left the faintest mark when he drank. He stared at it. Celia took the glass from him before he could become obsessed by it.

“Breathe.”

“I’m not panicking.”

“No. You are fascinated, I think.”

The nails made femininity practical. That was the part he had not expected. Makeup changed what he saw. Nails changed what he did. He could no longer use his hands carelessly. The body had to adjust. Picking up a tissue, smoothing the robe, moving hair from his cheek, each small action asked to be done differently.

Celia put away the adhesive and closed the small box.

For several moments, they stood in front of the mirror without speaking. Tom in the white robe, smooth-skinned, face made soft and feminine, nails pale and elegant, long hair clipped back from his face. Celia beside him, calm, unreadable and maybe, deep down, triumphant.

She removed the clip from his hair.

It fell around his shoulders.

His hair framed the made-up face, softening the image of a girl. His long hair had always been the one part of him people commented on with a half-question in their voice. Now it made sense in a way that left him unsteady. Celia took a brush from the counter and gently passed it along the length, smoothing the shape.

The woman in the mirror came nearer. Tom could not look away. Celia set the brush down.

“Tell me something,” she said.

His mouth was dry. “What?”

“Is Tom still the right name for the person looking back at you?”

The question moved through him slowly.

The new name had not arrived yet. This was not a christening. It was a test of the old one. Tom looked at the mirror.

The face looking back had Tom’s eyes, but not his usual expression. Tom’s nose, softened by foundation and blush. Tom’s mouth, but coloured now, shaped into something too visible to be dismissed. Tom’s hair, loose around the shoulders. Tom’s hands, except the nails changed their language. Tom’s body beneath the robe, except smooth now where roughness had been.

Tom.

Was it still the right name?

His mouth did not move.

He tried to picture saying, That’s Tom. Of course it is. This is Tom after an odd morning. Tom in makeup. Tom, because rent is overdue, and Celia is exacting, and this is only an arrangement. The words lined up inside him and refused to become sound.

Celia watched him. She did not help.

“I don’t know,” he said at last. The answer was barely above a whisper. Celia nodded once.

She took his right hand and lifted it gently between them. Her thumb brushed over one newly polished nail, careful not to disturb it. The touch was small, almost formal.

“Not yet,” she said. “Names should not be wasted on small moments like this.”

Tom looked at their joined hands in the mirror, at the pale nail under her thumb, at the face that could not quite answer to its old name anymore.


Chapter 4: Satin Treats

Tom was conscious that Celia was replacing him in layers, burying his maleness beneath femininity in a planned, methodical way. Once again, he wondered when she had decided on this. How long had she planned? Would he ever find out?

A man could hide a smooth leg beneath trousers, could keep a changed body under a robe, could pretend private things remained private as long as no one saw them. But a face with softened skin, shaped brows, darkened lashes, blush and lipstick had nowhere to hide. It looked out at the world, and the world stared critically back.

Celia took him upstairs to his room and carefully laid satin lingerie on his bed.

The face and the body had been the first serious questions. His room looked strangely transformed with those things in it.

Celia had never allowed untidiness to linger under her roof, and Tom had become more careful since moving in. Perhaps that compliance had prompted her to this plan of transformation. The bed was made. His laptop was closed on the desk. The books on the shelf stood in a neat row. A half-finished glass of water sat on a coaster. The room was his, but only within the limits of her house rules.

Now those limits had narrowed into the soft gleam of satin across the duvet.

Celia did not arrange the lingerie carelessly. Of course, she didn’t.

That would have given him something to cling to. A heap would have looked unplanned. A tumble of underthings, carelessly thrown on the cover, could have been dismissed as a frivolous game, as something silly, the kind of humiliation he might survive by pretending this was just a game people played behind closed doors.

Instead, she laid each piece out with care.

Pale blush satin panties, small and smooth. A matching bra with cups that held their shape as if by some feminine magic. Breast forms wrapped in tissue. A lacey suspender belt. Stockings folded in their packet, sheer and pale. A soft waist cincher. A satin slip, lighter than the robe he still wore, with thin straps and a hem that looked indecently delicate to him.

Tom stood near the door, his heart beating with fear or excitement; he wasn’t quite sure.

The false nails made his hands feel different at his sides. Soft pink, neat, longer than his own. Not even ridiculous. That was part of the problem. If Celia had done something that made him feel ridiculous, that could have been coped with. These were elegant. They made his hands look as if they belonged to a girl and that was dangerous.

He had not yet become used to the sensation of lipstick. It made him aware of his mouth even when he was silent. His long hair, brushed out but not styled, fell over his shoulders in a way that suggested things were about to change for good.

Celia closed the bedroom door behind them. The click sounded final.

Tom looked at it.

“You can still leave,” she said. Was there hope in her voice, a little trepidation? As if she were conscious of how far he pushed her young lodger.

“I know,” was all he could manage to say.

Celia accepted that with a small nod. There was no sense of performance about her, no dominance, no raised voice or exaggeration. She looked like a woman who had prepared a household task and expected it to be done properly.

“What happens first?” he asked.

She glanced at the bed. “You tell me.”

He frowned. “I don’t know.”

“You do. You watched me lay them out.”

He looked again.

Panties. Bra. Forms. Cincher. Suspender belt. Stockings. Slip. The order was obvious and unbearable. The breath caught in his lungs and his throat tightened.

“The panties,” he said.

“Good.”

It was a simple phrase. The words moved through him in a way he didn’t quite understand. Not pants or knickers or underwear. The panties.

Celia picked them up and held them out. “Bathroom, if you prefer.”

He looked towards the small en suite.

A moment alone would spare his blushes. The act of putting on the first feminine garment. It might also have made things worse. Alone, he could suddenly panic. Alone, he could look at the face in the mirror and let shame finally overtake him. He decided that he needed her here, and he suspected this was another small test to see how he would react.

He took the panties.

The nails made it a little more awkward. Their tips pressed softly against the satin, and he could feel the cuticles respond slightly.

He untied the robe.

The action was not new. The robe felt like the last neutral thing, the final vestige of his masculinity. It was white cotton. It provided nothing except coverage. Beneath it, his body was smooth, freshly cared for and too aware, increasingly feminine.

He slipped it from his shoulders and caught it before it fell. The cool air seemed to sweep gently around him. Celia took the robe without comment and folded it over a chair.

Tom could not look at the mirror. He held his breath and for a moment seemed lost in the experience.

“Tom.”

He kept his eyes on the bed. “Look before you change.”

He swallowed. “Why?”

“So you understand what each layer does.”

“I know what underwear does.”

“No,” Celia said. “You know what yours has done. This is different. It’s a mindful state, look at it properly, please.” Her words were a little sterner now, giving Tom the push he needed.

He raised his eyes to the full-length mirror on the wardrobe door.

The person reflected there unsettled him more than he expected. The makeup had altered his face, but without the robe, the contrast sharpened. His body was smooth now, chest bare, legs pale, arms softened by the hair removal. His face looked almost too prepared for the rest of him. The mouth, brows and eyes belonged to a version still waiting for the body to catch up.

He looked away almost immediately and then down at the pretty satin panties. They shimmered delicately in the light. He took a breath, finally, and stepped into them.

The panties slid up his legs.

He had expected the satin to feel cold. It did at first, then warmed almost immediately against the skin. The false nails made him clumsy. They caught slightly at the waistband when he adjusted it, and he hissed under his breath, irritated by the sudden uselessness of his own fingers.

“Slowly,” Celia said.

“I am.”

“No. You’re rushing because you think too much rather than feel it.”

That was true enough to make him pause.

He adjusted the waistband again, this time more carefully. The satin settled low at his hips, close and smooth. The garment was not uncomfortable. That annoyed him. He had expected a little discomfort. Instead, it fitted. Not perfectly, perhaps, but well enough for him to feel the difference between male underwear that covered and satin panties that seemed to make him aware of being covered. She told him to tuck his manhood away, and he did, blushing as he did so as if this was an indignity his failing masculinity could not cope with.

Celia turned him towards the mirror with a hand near his elbow, not gripping.

“Look.” He looked.

The change was small. Bare chest, smooth legs, made-up face, and now pale satin at his hips. But the satin altered the meaning of everything around it. His thighs looked more exposed. His waist looked narrower. There was a flatness between his legs that looked genuine. His hands, with the nails, made more sense when they hovered uncertainly near the front of the satin. He touched it, pressing gently against his pubis.

His face burned.

“Good,” Celia said.

He shook his head faintly. “You keep saying that.”

“I think you understand.”

“Do I?”

“Next,” she said.

He took another breath and picked up the bra.

Tom stared at it.

The panties had been intimate. The bra was something more. It carried something in its shape that was delicately feminine. Empty cups, soft satin, adjustable straps. It was not decorative enough to be fantasy. It was practical enough to become real.

The nails made everything harder immediately. The straps slipped. The hooks felt tiny and malicious. He tried to put it on behind his back, failed before he had even lined up the clasp, then tried again with more determination.

Celia watched for perhaps ten seconds.

“That is enough punishment for both of us.”

“I nearly had it.”

“You’ll learn, in time.” That sounded ominous.

She took the bra and showed him. “Fasten it at the front first. Turn it carefully. Arms through. Do not drag the satin with your nails. That is unforgivable.”

He followed her instructions. The bra fastened at his front with difficulty, then turned around his torso. The band caught his skin once again. Celia corrected the angle with a brief touch. He slid his arms through the straps, and the empty cups settled against his chest.

He looked in the mirror before she told him to. The empty cups were worse than he expected. They made absence visible. His face, made soft and feminine, sat above a body that now had an outline prepared for breasts. He felt ridiculous then, sharply, and almost welcomed it. Ridicule could provide some form of protection for what was happening.

Celia opened the tissue around the forms. They were modest, smooth and heavier than they looked. She placed one in his hand.

“Feel the weight.”

“It’s strange.”

“Yes.”

“I mean, it’s heavier than I thought.”

That was the kind of remark he might once have laughed at. This morning, standing in satin panties and a bra, he had felt a strange sense of awe.

Celia placed the first form into the cup and adjusted it. Then the second. The bra changed as she worked. So did he. The satin cups filled, rounded, settled against his chest with a faint downward pull at the straps. Not exaggerated. Enough to change the line of him though.

Tom’s posture shifted.

Celia stepped back.

“Mirror.”

He was already looking. She didn’t need to tell him. The curves at his chest altered everything. His face no longer seemed mismatched to the body beneath it. The breasts were clearly shaped by the bra and forms, but under the satin, they looked plausible enough to frighten him. His shoulders appeared narrower. His waist even looked more defined. His long hair fell around his face and over his shoulders in a way that now seemed more deliberately girlish. Again, he felt that squirm in his stomach which was not entirely unpleasant.

He touched one cup without thinking. The nail scraped faintly against the satin. Celia’s eyes moved to his hand. He lowered it.

“Do not pretend you did not want to know,” she said.

His mouth tightened. “I don’t know what I want to know.” He looked back at the mirror. “I thought I’d hate it.”

“I know.”

That simple answer made him turn.

“You know?”

“Yes.”

“You seem very sure of what I feel.”

“No,” Celia said. “I had an inkling. Being sure would require some form of psychic ability.”

The sentence reached too closely. He looked away because the mirror had become difficult, and Celia without the mirror was worse.

The waist cincher came next. It was soft blush satin with firmer panels inside. Celia wrapped it around his waist and showed him how to fasten it from the bottom up. The nails made the hooks awkward. He fumbled with the first two, then huffed in frustration.

“Stop,” she said.

“I can do it.”

“I didn’t say you couldn’t. I said stop.” Again, that sterner tone as if she was gaining confidence in how to treat him. He stopped. She moved behind him, her reflection visible over his shoulder. “You are frustrated because of the nails. You’ll learn how to adjust. You don’t have to force it.”

His shoulders dropped.

“Yes.”

“Good. Now learn.”

She guided his fingers, not doing the work for him. Hook by hook, the cincher closed. It did not pinch as much as he anticipated. His waist tightened, his posture lifting again in response. Even the bra settled better. The panties seemed part of a larger structure now. The body in the mirror became something else.

Tom let out a careful breath.

Celia noticed. “Too tight?”

“No.”

“Can you breathe properly?”

“Yes.”

“Can you move?”

He shifted. The cincher held him, but not harshly. “Yes.”

“Then continue, please.”

The suspender belt looked delicate until he tried to manage it with nails.

Celia did not laugh when he tangled one strap around his finger, though the silence suggested effort. He appreciated the restraint enough not to comment on it.

He fastened the belt around his waist and adjusted it over the panties, below the cincher. Four straps hung down against his thighs. Their touch made him still. Not because they hurt. Because they were so slight and yet so impossible to ignore.

“Stockings,” she said.

He reached for the packet, then paused. The nails again. He had to open the packaging carefully, using the side of his thumb rather than tearing. It took longer than it should have. The fabric emerged sheer and pale, almost weightless in his hands.

“Sit. Gather each from the top,” Celia said. “Do not pull from the toe.”

“I know.” She looked at him. “I do not know, I guessed,” he corrected.

“Better.”

He sat on the bed.

The sight of his own smooth leg extended before him in satin underwear and suspender straps made his mouth go dry. He rolled the first stocking as Celia instructed, clumsily at first, then better when he took a breath and slowed down.

“Toes,” she said. He placed his foot inside, then drew the stocking over his toes, his foot, his ankle. The sensation stopped him. Sheer fabric over smooth skin.

The hair removal had made his skin vulnerable. The stocking made that vulnerability visible and intensely beautiful. It held the leg lightly, smoothing the colour, catching the light, turning a limb he had ignored all his life into something he could not stop looking at.

Celia said nothing.

He drew it higher, over his calf, knee, thigh. The fabric was delicate under his false nails, and he had to slow down even more, working with care. It was humiliating to be made careful by clothing. It was also calming in a way he did not understand.

He tried to fasten the stocking, but the nail tips got in the way. The fabric slipped. The small button would not meet the clasp. He swore softly, then looked up, mortified by the sound.

Celia held out her hand. “Let me show you once.”

He let her.

She crouched in front of him. Simply there, practical and close. Her fingers took the stocking top, placed the clip, and pressed it securely. The strap tightened slightly against his thigh. Her brief touch sent a frisson of pleasure through him that he had not expected.

“There,” she said. “Now the next.”

The second clip took him three tries. Celia waited. When it held, she nodded.

The second stocking went on with less panic. He was learning the pressure, the delicacy, and how to avoid snagging the fabric with nails. The straps on the second leg held on the second attempt. He considered that a triumph too small to mention and too large not to feel.

When he stood, the world had changed.

Each step produced a faint tug from the suspender belt. The stockings shifted against his smooth legs. The cincher held his waist. The forms weighed his chest. The panties sat close beneath it all. His hands looked different when they rested against his thighs.

Celia pointed to the mirror. He went because refusing would have been childish and because, more frighteningly, he wanted to see.

The layers had begun to agree with one another. Satin at the hips, breasts formed under the bra, waist shaped, stockinged legs, nails, lipstick, long hair. The body was not female, not fully, not yet. But it had crossed a line beyond fantasy into reality.

Tom had expected disgust. He waited for it. The inner recoil that would prove this was only the repayment of a debt, only Celia’s strange little arrangement and not anything that belonged to him. He waited for his body to reject the image. It did not.

There was a heat in his face. Tightness in his chest. A wish to cover himself while keeping an eye on the figure before him at the same time.

Celia stood beside him in the mirror.

“You were waiting for something.”

He did not pretend not to understand. “Yes.”

“It didn’t come.”

He shook his head once. That lump at his throat again. “No.”

Her expression changed. The control did not vanish, but tenderness moved under it, quiet enough that he might have missed it yesterday.

“Good,” she said. The word was softer this time.

He looked at her. “You knew this would happen.”

“No. But I hoped.” That unsettled him more than he realised. That she was stepping into strange territory as much as he was.

She picked up the satin slip from the bed, as if wanting to push forward before he changed his mind. It was lighter than the rest, also pale blush, cut simply, with narrow straps and a hem that would fall over the top of his thighs. It looked harmless after everything else. That was a mistake.

When he lifted his arms for it, the bra shifted, the cincher held, the stocking straps pulled. Celia lowered the slip over his head and let it fall. Satin slid over satin, over the bra, waist, suspender belt, panties, stockings. The fabric smoothed the hidden pieces into one soft line. It was cool and soft and almost beautiful.

Tom looked at the mirror and felt his breath leave him. The slip made him look less exposed and more feminine.

That was unexpected. The lingerie alone had shown glimpses, each one startling in its own way. The slip drew them together almost magically. It covered and revealed, softened and confirmed. His chest rose and fell beneath the fabric. His waist narrowed. His thighs showed below the hem in pale stockings. The false nails looked right when his hands rested against the satin.

He was not dressed for the world. He was dressed for the next layer. That was Celia’s plan. Each new layer added something, hid something, revealed something.

Celia moved behind him and adjusted one strap. Her fingers brushed his shoulder. She noticed his slight shiver and seemed pleased. Their eyes met in the mirror. For a moment, neither spoke.

Then she said, “Walk to the door.”

He did.

The first steps were awkward. The stockings pulled. The slip moved against his thighs. His chest shifted with each breath. His hands hovered uselessly until he forced them to settle at his sides. He reached the door and turned too quickly.

“Slower,” Celia said. “Your body is giving you information. Stop trying to fight against it.”

“I’m just walking.”

“You are learning to inhabit a different shape, a different person.”

He looked back at her. There was no mockery in her face.

He walked back more slowly. This time, he noticed more. The pull at the thighs. The softness of satin over the cincher. The way his posture needed to be lifted for the slip to fall properly. The way his arms had to move less heavily because the nails made careless gestures feel wrong.

At the mirror, he stopped. Celia stood a little behind him again, close enough to be present, not close enough to trap him.

“Do you want to continue?” She asked and he thought she held her breath slightly.

He knew what came next.

The dress.

The thought moved through him with a force that made the rest of the room sharpen. He could stop now. He was in satin lingerie and a slip, made up, nailed, smooth and shaken. That was already more than enough to count as the third option. More than enough to feel the arrangement had begun. He could say he needed time. Celia would listen. She had promised that, and so far she had kept her promises more carefully than he had kept his rent.

He looked at the mirror.

At the slip.

At the face.

At the hands.

“Yes,” he said.

Celia looked at him. She let go of a gentle breath, and her eyes glistened slightly.

“I mean, if we’re doing this properly,” he said.

She crossed to the wardrobe.

The dress was hanging inside, covered by a long black garment bag Tom had not noticed before. He wondered when she had put it in there. Last night, this morning. He had not seen it in there. She lay the bag on the bed and unzipped it slowly, almost with ceremony.

Black satin caught the light.

Tom’s fingers curled against the slip.

Celia took out the dress and turned towards him.

Fitted bodice. Short puffed sleeves. White lace apron folded over one arm. Layers beneath. The suggestion of underskirts waiting to alter how he stood, walked, existed.

It was not plain, and it was beautiful enough to make the room feel smaller.

Celia held his gaze.

“Then,” she said, “we begin properly.”


Chapter 5: The Satin Maid

The dress changed the atmosphere; if anything could stand that right now.

Tom stood in the satin slip, with his hands resting awkwardly against his thighs and the weight of the breast forms pulling gently against his chest. The stockings tugged softly too, each time he shifted. His face, made pretty and utterly feminine by Celia’s careful work, looked back at him from the wardrobe mirror. There was too much softness around the eyes and too much colour at the mouth to ignore.

Celia lifted the maid’s dress.

Black satin caught the morning light from the window. It shimmered like a dreadful promise. Once you put this on, there will be no going back.

That was the first thing Tom noticed. Not the cut, nor the shape, not even the white lace apron folded over Celia’s arm. It was the light. The satin did not simply exist like a normal dress in space. It seemed to respond to the room, the light on the walls. It was almost magical and it took his breath away.

The dress was beautiful.

That was the problem.

If it had been cheap, the sort of thing you bought on Amazon for next to nothing, he could have laughed. If it had been ridiculous, he could have survived it as a joke costume. But it was neither. It was made specifically for him from expensive material. It had been made with care and attention. A fitted bodice with a neat row of covered buttons. Short puffed sleeves edged in white. A waist designed to be seen. A full skirt waiting to be shaped by the underskirts laid beneath it. The apron was brilliant white, edged in lace, smaller and prettier than any practical apron needed to be. Even this looked as though it had been made by hand.

Tom looked at it and understood that Celia had never planned to begin with a plain uniform. There had never been a plain uniform. Something he could grow into before stepping into something infinitely more feminine.

That should have made him angry. But he didn’t seem angry, only compliant.

Celia watched him across the room.

“No comment?”

He swallowed. “It looks expensive.”

“I have a lady who specialises in such outfits.”

“Ah.”

“I don’t want this to be an exercise in normality. You are not meant to disappear from view. You are meant to be seen.”

“I thought maid-in-training meant something simpler, that’s all.” His heart was beating again and his mouth was dry.

She placed the dress down with care, smoothing the skirt so the satin lay flat and caught the light in different ways. There were the underskirts, white and layered, softer than they looked but full enough to alter the shape of whoever wore the pretty dress.

Tom’s gaze stopped on them. Celia noticed this too.

“The underskirts matter.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.”

“A dress can be flat and nondescript if it is not treated properly. Underskirts are felt. They change the space around the body. They swish against your thighs and make you feel the femininity of the moment.”

He tried for a joke and failed before it reached his mouth. There was nothing clever to say. Celia came closer, stopping just in front of him.

“Do you want to continue?”

The question was softer than before. He felt that she could see through him at that moment, that she knew the thoughts running through his mind. How this would end. How he would finally submit. All planned and all accepted. The question was really rhetorical.

Tom looked past her at the dress.

His body had already travelled too far to pretend. Hair removed, skin smoothed, face made feminine, nails applied, satin lingerie arranged piece by delicate piece. The slip seemed to press against him like a secret. He could stop, yes. He knew that. Celia had made sure he knew it. But it wasn’t possible.

He could not blame her for that.

“Yes,” he said. His voice was quiet, soft. Celia waited. She stared at him. He swallowed. “Yes, I would like to continue.”

“Good.”

She lifted the first underskirt.

Tom had expected one. The word had sounded singular in his head. Instead, there were several layers. A soft white petticoat first, then a fuller one with enough body to shape the satin skirt, then a finer layer edged at the hem. Celia did not rush. She showed him each piece before he stepped into it, as if the order mattered.

Perhaps it did.

“Feet apart a little,” she said.

He looked down at his stockinged feet. He stepped carefully into the first petticoat.

The false nails made even holding the waistband a little new. They forced his fingers into a kind of care he found changed the way he thought. Celia helped where needed, but she did not take over. She let him struggle enough to learn.

The first layer settled around his hips, light and cool. It brushed against the stocking tops, and he drew in a breath before he could stop himself.

Celia looked at his reflection rather than directly at him. “Too much?”

“No.”

The answer came quickly, but this time it was true.

The second underskirt had more structure. It opened around him, subtle but definite, pushing the slip and the future dress away from his thighs. When Celia casually adjusted it, Tom felt the shape begin to change. He was no longer simply a smooth body in lingerie. He had a skirt around him, even if the black satin had not yet arrived.

He moved one knee and felt the layers answer. That tiny rustle did something to him.

He looked down. Celia said nothing.

The third layer came last, softer, edged with delicate lace. It made the whole thing prettier. That word again. Prettier, when the practical structure had already been built. Not necessary, perhaps. But Celia had included it because she wanted him to feel not merely altered, but adorned.

When she finished, Tom stood in the slip, stockings, lingerie and underskirts, the white layers floating around him in the mirror.

The lower half of him had become feminine even before the dress was put on. His throat tightened. Celia’s hand hovered near his waist, not touching. “You see why they matter.”

He nodded.

“Words.”

“Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

He met her eyes in the mirror. “Yes, I see why they matter.”

“Good.”

The black satin dress came next. Finally.

Celia lifted it from the bed, and the fabric slid over her hands like dark water. Tom stood still as she opened it for him. The front fastening meant he did not have to turn away. He had to step into it. He had to watch.

His right foot went in first. The stocking made the movement feel almost formal. Then the left. Celia guided the skirt up over the underskirts. The satin whispered over the layers beneath, and the sound was not loud, but Tom heard it and his breath caught once more.

The bodice came up over the satin slip, over the cinched waist, over the bra and forms. Celia settled the puffed sleeves onto his shoulders, adjusted the neckline, then began fastening the buttons.

One by one. The dress closed around him. Each button took away some last possibility of calling himself a man.

His chest filled the bodice because Celia had built it to. The waist drew in neatly over the cincher. The skirt spread over the underskirts, no longer flat fabric but a shaped and beautiful thing resonating with femininity around his legs. Black satin, white lace edging, pale skin above the stockings, false nails catching the light, lipstick held in the mirror like a final affirmation that he was being transformed into a pretty girl.

Celia stepped back before adding the apron.

“Look.”

He did.

The dress made retreat difficult. That was the first honest thought.

The slip had hinted. The lingerie had shaped. The underskirts had prepared him. But the dress declared it loudly. Not cheaply. There was nothing cheap about what Celia intended. It simply made the whole change solidify around him. He did not look like Tom, wearing something tacky for a rich woman’s little parlour game. He looked like someone Celia had prepared with care and precision, over time and with intent. A maid not yet trained, perhaps, but undeniably now created.

The satin took light at the chest and waist, then fell into shadow at the folds of the skirt. The sleeves softened his shoulders. The bodice narrowed him. The skirt created a space around him, more like an aura.

He lifted one hand, then lowered it because he did not know what to do with it. Celia came behind him with the apron. White satin and lace against black satin.

The effect was immediate, as everything seemed to be now. The apron framed the waist, brightened the whole front of the dress, and made the outfit not merely feminine but professional in a way that felt strangely intimate. He had not realised an apron could have authority. This one did. It told him what he was for. Who he was meant to be from now on.

Celia tied it at the back.

Her fingers moved at his waist, firm but gentle. Tom watched her in the mirror. She was close now, her face just behind his shoulder, her eyes lowered to the bow she was making. The gesture was practical. It also felt like he was being tied into the dress. When she finished, she rested her hands lightly at his waist for half a second before letting go. It was an almost affectionate gesture as if she knew what Tom was feeling and understood what this moment meant for them both.

“Breathe.”

He did. The dress moved with the breath.

The false breasts rose beneath satin. The waist held. The underskirts shifted and tickled the stockings.

“I look...” He stopped.

Celia waited. He searched for a word that did not betray too much or too little.

“Complete,” he said at last, then regretted it.

“No,” she said.  She moved to the wardrobe and opened the lower section. “Not yet.”

The shoes were inside a pale box. High heels.

Black patent with narrow straps and a heel that seemed unreasonable to someone whose main experience of footwear involved trainers and sometimes shoes. They were not absurdly high, but they were high enough to change the body. High enough to make standing an act of balance and concentration.

Tom looked from the shoes to Celia. “Perhaps. Sit.”

“Can I walk in those.”

“You will learn.” Of course, the dress needed a suitable pair of shoes to finish it off. “The shoes are for posture. For discipline too. For understanding and controlling your movements as a serving girl.”

He stared at her and then sat on the bed.  The dress and underskirts made sitting unfamiliar. The skirt puffed, the layers shifted, the satin pulled. He tried to sit as he usually did and immediately felt the outfit object.

Celia looked down at him. “Again.”

“What?”

“Stand and sit properly.”

He looked at her, then at himself in the mirror. She was right. He looked collapsed, the skirt awkward, one knee turned out, hands braced against the bed. With a sigh, he stood. The dress moved around him, forcing him to step carefully. Celia showed him with one hand, not touching at first.

“Turn slightly. Smooth the skirt beneath you. Knees together. Lower, don’t drop. Then hands in your lap.”

He tried again. Better.

Celia placed one shoe beside his foot. “Left first.”

The shoes changed him before he stood in them. Celia fastened the straps around his ankles, her fingers working near the stockinged skin. Tom gripped the edge of the mattress and tried to seem less affected than he was.

“You’re very quiet,” she said.

He looked down at her bent head as she fastened the second strap. “I’m not sure I will ever be able to speak again.”

She stood.

“Up.”

Tom rose.

The heels tipped his weight forward. His arms lifted instinctively, fingers splayed, nails flashing. The skirt shifted. The forms moved against the bra. He reached out a little and then steadied himself.

Celia did not laugh.

“I feel suddenly ridiculous,” he said.

“You look new.”

“I feel like I’m on stilts.”

“It often does in heels.”

“How do women do this all day?”

“Many don’t. Some learn. Some suffer for beauty. Some choose better shoes. Today, you learn.”

He tried to adjust his stance and wobbled. Celia moved closer but did not grab him.

“Do not fight it. Find your balance through the ball of the foot. Knees soft. Hips under you. Shoulders down.” He seemed to settle but could not say how.  “Now, you are going to walk to the chair.”

“That’s ambitious.”

“It is four steps away.”

The room felt suddenly precarious.

“Step.”

He stepped.

The heel struck, then the toe, awkward and loud.

“No,” Celia said.

“You said step.”

“I should have specified not like a man testing thin ice.”

She came to stand beside him, close enough that her presence steadied him.

“Shorter step. Toe first, then let the heel follow. You have a shorter stride as a girl. Accept it.”

He tried again. Still awkward, but less disastrous.

The underskirts changed everything. They did not merely hang around him. They occupied the space around his legs and swayed almost deliciously. He had to move with them, to their rhythm. The dress swayed when he stepped. The apron shifted slightly. The heels forced him upright. The satin reflected each movement in the mirror.

By the time he reached the chair, he was sweating lightly beneath the makeup.

Celia examined him. “Again.”

“Are you enjoying this?”

“I’m teaching you.”

That was said quietly enough to draw his attention.

He looked at her, and for a moment, the practical lesson seemed something he would never grasp. He saw something beneath Celia’s composure: concentration, yes, but also restraint. She wanted him to learn, and this too was part of her plan. Not just to have someone dressed as a pretty maid, but to behave like one too.

The realisation settled around him, and he looked away.

He thought she might have smiled as if this were another victory of sorts. “Now, let’s start again. Slowly,” she said.

They practised for twenty minutes.

Chair to bed. Bed to wardrobe. Wardrobe to door. Door to the mirror. Turn. Stop. Sit. Stand. Turn again. How to place one hand lightly on furniture without gripping it. How to use the edge of a table for balance without making the movement look unfortunate. How not to swing his arms. How to let the skirt move. How to step without fighting the heels. How to feel it all

The humour, when it came, was real. After nearly catching his heel on the rug, Tom said, “I hate that rug.”

“You have walked over it safely for nine months.” Celia looked down at the rug. “I’ll speak to it.”

That made him laugh properly, and the laugh shifted the dress. He caught himself in the mirror mid-laugh and stopped.

“Don’t punish yourself for sounding happy.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were.”

He looked at the reflection again. The satin maid in the mirror looked flushed, uncertain, and far more alive than Tom wanted to admit.

When he could cross the room without clutching the nearest solid object, Celia returned him to the mirror. He thought she was finished. He should have known better.

“Hair,” she said.

He looked at his reflection. His long hair still hung loose, brushed but unstyled, falling around the made-up face and over the satin shoulders. It had helped. It had made the image more possible. But it was not yet complete.

“I thought it was fine.”

“It is not fine. It is yours, and it has been neglected. A maid should have tidy, well-groomed hair.”

She guided him to the dressing table chair.

Sitting in the full dress required more care now. He smoothed the skirt, felt the underskirts lift and settle, placed his hands in his lap as she had taught him. The false nails rested against the satin apron. The sight of them there made the role feel real.

Celia stood behind him with a brush.

The first stroke through his hair was slow.

Tom’s eyes lowered at once.

“Look up,” she said.

He did.

She brushed again, working from the ends first to avoid pulling. His hair had always been long enough to draw comments, but he had treated it as something to manage rather than enjoy. Tied back. Washed. Occasionally trimmed when it became unruly. It had never been styled with him watching in makeup and a satin maid’s dress.

Celia brushed until it fell smooth over his shoulders.

“This is why I did not use a wig.”

The word felt startling even though he had not expected one. “You considered it?”

“I considered everything.”

“A wig can complete a look. In another case, I might use one. But your hair is long enough, and it matters that this is yours.” His throat tightened. She saw the change in his face but continued gently. “Not something fake placed on you. Something real that shapes you.”

She took a heated tool from the dressing table and tested a strand. Tom watched as she curled the front sections into soft shape, not tight curls, just enough movement to frame the face. She pinned one side back with a narrow black ribbon and a small white clip that matched the apron. The other side, she left to fall near his cheek. Then she worked the back, smoothing, lifting, pinning just enough to give the whole style a feminine softness.

The process took time.

The city beyond the window had moved into full morning. Traffic hummed distantly. Somewhere downstairs, the house made one small click as the heating shifted. Celia’s hands moved through his hair with care, and Tom found himself watching the woman in the mirror arrive by degrees.

Makeup had changed the face.

Nails had changed the hands.

Lingerie had changed the body.

The satin dress had changed the role.

Heels had changed the way he stood.

But the hair changed the truth of it all.

There was no object to remove, no wig to lift away and return to a stand and become his true self again. Celia was taking what had grown from him, what he had hidden under ties and excuses, and showed him it had always been waiting to be used differently.

When she finished, she put the brush down.

The silence after that was too large.

Tom looked in the mirror.

The satin maid looked back.

Black satin bodice fitted over a shaped chest. White lace apron framing the waist. Several underskirts lifting the skirt so it rustled when she moved. Smooth stockinged legs below. High heels forcing grace where habit wanted slouching. False nails pale against the apron. Makeup softening the face into prettiness. Long brown hair styled into a feminine shape, ribbon at one side, a loose strand brushing the cheek.

Tom searched for himself in the reflection and realised he was no longer there. Celia stood behind him, hands resting on the back of the chair.

Her expression in the mirror was not victorious. She was not looking at a trick completed, or a debtor humbled, or a lodger placed in costume for her amusement. She looked almost moved.

Tom’s hands tightened in his lap. The nails pressed lightly into satin.

“What now?” he asked.

His voice was quiet, and more feminine than before. Not because he had forced it. Because the whole body around it seemed to have lowered the weight of the sound and demanded it of him. Celia heard that too.

“Now,” she said, “you stand.”

He did.

The heels made him rise carefully. The dress settled around him. The underskirts gave their soft, full rustle. He stepped back from the chair and faced the mirror fully.

Behind him, Celia’s hands lifted, then rested lightly at his shoulders, not holding him in place, only marking where he was. Tom breathed.

The maid in the mirror breathed with him.

Celia’s eyes met his reflection. “Good evening, Tilly.”

The name entered him like something that had been waiting somewhere in the ether.

Tilly.

Small, pretty, softer than he expected.

His lips parted.

For a moment, he did not trust himself to answer. If he spoke, the name might become real. If he refused, it might remain possible but unclaimed, a thing Celia had offered that he could still pretend had not touched him.

Celia did not repeat it.

She waited.

The satin held the light. The underskirts held the shape. The heels held his posture. The styled hair brushed his cheek. His smooth skin felt every layer. His painted mouth moved before fear could close it.

“Good evening,” he said. Then, after the smallest pause, because obedience alone was not enough and because the woman in the mirror deserved to answer properly, he added, “Miss Harrow.”

Celia’s hands tightened once at his shoulders.

Only once.

Tilly saw it in the mirror.

And she did not look away.


Chapter 6: Maid to Serve

The first thing Tilly learned about domestic service was that satin and lace were difficult to ignore.

Cotton could be cool, but not for long. Denim was heavy, but you soon forgot it. A T-shirt allowed a person to slouch without any concern. Satin, however, kept reminding her of its presence, and it was rarely quiet. It whispered when she turned too quickly. It rustled when she forgot to lift her. It flashed a feminine essence in the polished steel of the kitchen appliances, in the black glass of the oven door, in the mirrored splashback behind Celia’s hob. It made every movement sensual and reminded her of what she had suddenly become.

That was so strange to come to terms with, Tilly thought.

The house had always been modern, clean and slightly intimidating. Now it was also a feminine transformation.

She stood in the open-plan kitchen with a microfibre cloth in one hand, long pale nails curved around it awkwardly, black satin skirt lifted by underskirts, white lace apron tied at her waist, high heels pressing her feet into an arrangement she was not used to, and her long hair brushed into the soft pinned style Celia knew would make her feel instantly like the girl she was meant to be. The makeup remained fresh, though Tilly had already checked her lipstick too many times and been told to stop.

Celia sat at the island with her laptop open, a cup of coffee beside her and a notebook to one side. She wore charcoal trousers and a cream silk blouse, as if the morning had not included the creation of a satin maid in her spare room. As if it was nothing particular.

“You’re polishing the same patch.”

Tilly stopped. The steel fridge reflected a warped version of her: black satin, white apron, flushed face, one hand held in midair. The patch in question was indeed very clean.

“I was trying to be thorough.”

“How do you expect to get through all your chores when you spend too much time on one thing?”

Tilly lowered the cloth. “I’ll get better.”

Celia looked up from her laptop. “Yes, you will.”

Tilly pressed her lips together, partly to stop herself answering too fast, partly because lipstick made any expression feel oddly submissive.

Celia’s gaze dropped to the hem of her skirt, then returned to the screen.

“Start again. Top to bottom. Use less pressure. The cloth is a tool, learn to use it properly.”

Tilly began again.

Top to bottom. Less pressure. Slow strokes. The nails made gripping the cloth different, and she had already discovered that doing anything with false nails required choosing between care and disaster. The satin dress made leaning forward difficult. The underskirts kept her from standing close to the fridge, so she had to work at an angle. The heels shortened her stance. Every part of her outfit hindered the efficient movements expected of her. She found herself bending at the knees so the skirt would not ride up and show her panties when she bent.

That, Celia had said, was the point.

“Beauty and discipline belong together,” she had told her when Tilly had made the mistake of asking whether a maid’s first morning of service might not be easier in something plain. Tilly had looked down at the black satin, the white apron, the full skirt and the heels. “This is not exactly practical.”

“No.”

“I’ll be slower.”

“Yes.”

“I might break something, brushing it with the skirt.”

“You might learn not to.”

She had said it while rinsing a coffee spoon, as if the matter were settled by the logic of cutlery. And now Tilly was learning. Slowly.

She cleaned the fridge, the oven front, the induction hob and the glass splashback. Celia corrected her cloth technique twice, her posture three times and the way she bent to reach a lower cupboard with enough quiet disapproval that Tilly began to suspect a badly managed skirt could cause a major catastrophe.

“You cannot crouch like that. Let the skirt move to the side. Knees together.”

“That is going to take much longer.”

“Good. You will speed up once you learn to move more gracefully. That also is the point of the uniform.”

Tom could be fast. Not sloppy, exactly, but fast. Tilly, in heels and underskirts, could not be fast without becoming unbalanced or exposed or worse. She had to make decisions with her body before moving. Where to place her feet. How to turn. How to avoid catching a nail. How to hold the cloth without smearing polish across the glass.

By late morning, the kitchen gleamed. It had gleamed before, to be fair, but now Tilly knew the difference between clean and Celia clean. Celia clean involved edges, reflections, hidden corners, the underside of cupboard handles and the line where the glass doors met the frame.

The glass doors took the longest.

They led out to the small garden, where bamboo leaves shifted in a faint breeze, and the city beyond the wall moved unseen. Tilly cleaned the inside panels first, then the outside. The heels were a mistake on the slate tiles. She had to use one hand lightly against the doorframe, not clinging, because Celia had corrected that too.

“You may steady yourself. You may not hang from the door.”

“I am not hanging.”

“You look like you are. That is the point, young lady.”

Tilly had glanced back to see if Celia was smiling. She was not. It seemed her knew boss was going to be a hard taskmaster.

After the kitchen came laundry.

Celia’s laundry room sat behind a sliding door off the hallway, hidden from the open-plan beauty of the kitchen like a secret storage area. It was narrow but immaculate: stacked washer and dryer, shelves with labelled baskets, a rail for steaming, drawers of cloths and sachets, a folding surface so clean Tilly was afraid to put laundry on it.

Tilly took a wicker basket from Celia and nearly caught a nail in the weave. She adjusted her grip, slower, more careful. Celia said nothing. The silence felt like approval, which was worse than praise because Tilly had to decide whether she had earned it.

Laundry, as Tom had known it, involved whites, darks and the occasional eco wash. Celia’s system involved temperature, fabric, drying method, folding style and whether an item needed steaming or pressing. Tilly learned that towels had one wash, pillowcases another and silk blouses and lingerie were not to be handled while extreme caution.

She steamed three of Celia’s shirts under supervision.

The first sleeve nearly defeated her. Between her own dress, the false nails, the weight at her chest and the need not to damage either garment, the task became absurdly intricate and challenging. Celia stood close enough to guide but not so close that Tilly could blame her for any mistakes.

“Hold the fabric from the seam.”

“With these nails?”

“Especially with those nails.”

“They make everything harder.”

“They’re supposed to until you adapt. And that will happen soon enough.”

Tilly absorbed that because there was no easy way to ignore that this was now a permanent situation.

By the third shirt, she had improved. Not enough to be trusted entirely, perhaps, but enough that Celia went back to her laptop and let her finish without correction. Tilly placed a blouse on the rail and smoothed the front with the side of her hand. The nail tips slid softly against the button. She glanced at Celia, who was watching from the kitchen.

Celia was watching the shirt, not her face.

“Better,” she said.

Tilly felt the word all the way down to her heels. A sudden victory.

“Thank you.”

After laundry, Tilly returned to the kitchen. Celia did not let her rest just yet. “Coffee. Mine, then yours. You will learn how I take it properly.”

The light in the house shifted around the day.

Celia’s home world was sleek, expensive and meticulously maintained. Smart lights that responded to her voice. A heating system she controlled from her phone. A study with floor-to-ceiling shelves and a desk so clear it looked unused until one noticed the precise stack of annotated contracts. A roof terrace above the kitchen extension, with planters, low seating and a view of surrounding rooftops. Bathrooms of glass and stone. Soft carpets upstairs. Wooden floors downstairs that easily reflected dust in the sunlight.

Tilly moved through the house in satin and lace, gradually begin to change the way she moved and how she acted.

The uniform revealed her in every reflection. The white apron flashed at the edge of the polished staircase rail. The skirt brushed the leather chair in Celia’s study. The heels sounded on wood and softened on carpet. The underskirts gave a small full rustle each time she changed direction.

Celia had deliberately put her in the uniform. Tilly understood that by lunchtime, but it was made clear later.

“You said there might have been a simpler uniform,” she said while arranging deliveries in the hallway. A parcel had arrived for Celia’s office, two grocery bags for the kitchen, and a padded envelope for Tom, which Tilly placed on the hall table without opening because she did not know whether Tom’s post belonged in Tilly’s hands at all.

Celia looked up from checking the grocery receipt. “There may be.”

“When?”

“When the satin one has stopped teaching you.”

Tilly glanced down at herself. “That could take a while.”

Tilly held the grocery bag by its handles, the weight pulling at her polished fingers. “It feels like you want me to struggle.”

Celia’s expression changed. Not much. Enough that Tilly wished she had said it differently, or perhaps not at all. Celia set the delivery receipt down. “I want you to learn where the struggle is. Some of it is fabric. Some of it is shoes. Some of it is the old habit of believing discomfort means you are being harmed. And some of it is how you think. Your brain will become more feminine, and you will begin to accept who you are.”

Tilly stood still.

The hallway seemed too quiet.

“And if I say it is too much?” she asked.

“Then you will be punished.”

No hesitation. She gave Tilly a cold look as if she had already won and knew that her maid would not be fighting back.

Tilly looked at her. “You said that very easily.”

“I mean it.”

Tilly followed her into the kitchen with the grocery bags. Celia told her to set them down. “Stand there,” she said more sternly. “No, there. By the stool. Put your hands on it and bend forward.” Tilly blushed, but she did not refuse. She felt her skirt rise slightly at the back, revealing her panties. Celia opened a drawer and took something out. “Obedience is an important part of your training. I get the impression that you still think this is some kind of game.” She felt Celia lift the skirt of the maid’s uniform, and she stiffened slightly. Then Celia smacked her on the backside, sharply, making Tilly cry out in a high-pitched voice. The kitchen spatula landed again, this time harder, and Tilly’s eyes watered.

“Is this a game?” She said sharply.

“No.”

“Say it properly!”

“No, it’s not a game.”

“Address me properly.” Another thwack landed.

“No, it’s not a game, Miss Harrow.”

Celia dropped Tilly’s skirt and straightened it. She told her to stand and face her. Tilly’s face burned, and her buttocks stung, and she was close to tears. Celia seemed to take pleasure in that, as if she had broken something because she wanted it remade.

The maid’s work continued.

Make Celia’s bed. Properly. Not merely straightened but made: pillows shaken, duvet aligned, throw folded at the foot, bedside glass changed, the faint mark on the mirror wiped away before Celia could notice it. Tilly had never made someone else’s bed before, not like that. The intimacy of it caught her off guard. Celia’s room was not fussy, but personal in small ways: the book face down on the bedside table, the scent on the dressing table, the earrings in a shallow dish, the chair where she had draped a grey cardigan the night before.

Tilly stood with the cardigan in her hands. Cashmere, soft and light.

For a moment, she imagined Celia wearing it late at night, less composed, reading in bed, perhaps with her hair undone. The image felt too private. She folded the cardigan and placed it over the chair. When she turned, Celia was in the doorway.

Tilly startled. “I didn’t hear you, Miss Harrow.”

“No.”

“I was just finishing your room.” There was no accusation in it, but Tilly still felt caught. Celia came into the room, picked up the cardigan and unfolded it. Tilly’s stomach tightened. Wrong, then. Folded wrongly. Of course. She should have asked. She should have left it.

Celia put the cardigan on instead. She slid her arms into the sleeves, adjusted the hem, then looked at Tilly.

“You folded it well.”

“Thank you, Miss Harrow.  Tilly touched the apron at her waist, smoothing it though it did not need smoothing. “You correct a lot.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t mind,” she said, too quickly.

Celia watched her hands. “You do, sometimes.”

Tilly opened her mouth, then closed it again. She could have denied it. That would have been simple. But Celia was not asking for reassurance. Not really. There was something else beneath the moment, something more vulnerable than the instruction itself. A line had been placed, and now Tilly knew where it was.

“Sometimes,” Tilly said. “When I feel foolish.”

“And when you don’t?”

The question was quiet.

Tilly looked at the bed she had made, at the cardigan, at Celia standing in her bedroom in soft grey, looking a little less like the woman in the kitchen last night and more like someone who had taken control of her almost completely.

“When I don’t,” Tilly said, “it helps, Miss Harrow.”

Celia’s gaze moved back to her face. Neither of them smiled. The moment passed because Celia made it pass.

“My two o’clock call has moved to three. I need coffee five minutes before. Stronger than this morning. No sugar. Cup warmed first.”

Tilly nodded. “Yes, Miss Harrow.”

The title slipped out more naturally now. It wasn’t forced. The small act of punishment had fulfilled its job.

The two o’clock call was the first time Tilly served Celia in her study.

The room had glass doors overlooking the garden below and a long desk placed not against a wall but facing the room. It said everything about Celia’s working life. She made a statement with the way things were organised and she expected others to follow.

Tilly warmed the cup, measured the coffee carefully, checked the cream, wiped the saucer, then carried it on a small tray from the kitchen to the study. The heels made the journey feel longer. The tray felt strangely heavy in her hands. The underskirts forced her to turn sideways at the narrow point near the stairs and a delicious shiver went through her as the skirt slipped across her stocking tops.

Celia was already on the call, headset in place, eyes on the screen. Her face had changed. The woman in the chair was colder than the one who had watched Tilly make the bed. Her voice was even, clipped.

“No, Adrian. That is not a strategy. There’s only one way that will lead, and it’s failure.”

Tilly froze just inside the door. Celia flicked her eyes towards the desk.

There.

Tilly crossed quietly, placed the tray on the right side of the desk, handle turned towards Celia, spoon aligned. She knew this because Celia had shown her and expected her to remember.

She did.

Celia’s gaze touched the cup briefly.

Tilly stepped back.

“Then perhaps,” Celia said into the call, “your client might benefit from someone who does not believe in getting the job done.”

Tilly had never seen this part of her so clearly. Celia was not merely stylish or exacting. She was formidable in the professional sense, calm enough to make other people bend to her will. But she also looked strained. There was a tightness at the corner of her mouth. A fatigue in the hand resting near the notebook. She did not raise her voice. She did not need to. But by the time the call ended, the coffee was untouched, and Celia looked as if she had held a door shut against a storm.

Tilly should have left.

Instead, she stayed near the bookshelves, hands folded over her apron, unsure whether she had the right to remain and unable to make herself go. Celia removed the headset and set it down.

“I did not ask you to wait.”

“No, Miss Harrow.”

“Then why are you still here?”

Tilly’s hands tightened. The nails pressed lightly against satin. She could have said she was awaiting further instruction. That would have sounded proper and safe. It would also have been a lie.

“You looked tired,” she said.

Celia’s face closed slightly.

Celia reached for the coffee.

“It’s cold,” Tilly said. “I can make another, Miss Harrow.”

“That is not necessary.”

The words came too quickly. Tilly stood very still. Then she crossed to the desk and picked up the cup.

Celia looked at her. “I said it was not necessary.”

“I know.”

The silence sharpened. Tilly’s heart beat hard beneath the satin bodice.

Celia could correct her, even punish her. She probably should. Tilly had stepped outside her instruction. A maid obeyed. A maid did not decide what her mistress needed and act without permission.

But Celia only watched her. Tilly held the cup carefully. “You can tell me off after I bring it.”

For once, Celia had no immediate reply.

Tilly went to the kitchen and made fresh coffee.

Her hands shook a little, which annoyed her. She took care of the cup. Warmed it. Stronger than before. No sugar. Saucer wiped. Spoon aligned. Tray lifted. Back through the house, slower this time because she knew Celia would still be in the study and because she had chosen the action. Choice made the corridor longer.

When she returned, Celia had turned her chair towards the window. Tilly placed the fresh coffee on the desk. This time, she turned to leave.

Celia looked at the cup, then at her.

“You are not very good at simple obedience.”

Tilly’s throat tightened. “No, Miss Harrow. I’m trying.”

“It was not a complaint.”

She looked up.

Celia picked up the coffee and took a sip.

A small pause.

“Better.”

Tilly felt the word like warmth.

Celia set the cup down. “You may go.”

Tilly should have gone.

Instead, she saw the hand at Celia’s temple. The faint pressure there. The posture held too tightly after a call that had demanded too much.

“Would you like...” She stopped.

Celia’s gaze sharpened. “Finish.”

Tilly swallowed. “Would you like me to stay quietly for a few minutes?”

It was not the service as listed in the agreement. It was not cleaning, laundry, errands or anything that was supposed to end in rent reduction. It was something else. Presence, perhaps. The kind Tom had always avoided offering because it asked too much and risked rejection, but which Tilly had suddenly recognised.

Celia looked at her for long enough that Tilly wished she could withdraw the question.

Then her Mistress said, “By the window.”

Tilly moved to the window and stood there, hands folded, looking out at the garden rather than at Celia. The silence that followed was not empty. It had weight. Celia drank her coffee slowly. Tilly watched bamboo leaves move in the light.

After a while, Celia spoke.

“How do you feel, dressed as you are.”

“I don’t know.”

“I think you do.” A faint breath behind her. Almost a laugh.

“I feel different. Safe. I don’t know what it means.”

By late afternoon, Celia left for another business meeting in Kensington.

She changed into a black dress and cream coat, earrings small but expensive, lipstick darker than she had worn at home. Tilly stood in the hallway holding the coat for her, which had not been assigned but felt obvious once Celia came down the stairs.

Celia paused at the sight. Tilly held the coat open.

“Is this wrong, Miss Harrow?”

“No.”

Celia turned and slipped her arms into the coat. Tilly lifted the collar carefully, smoothing it without catching the fabric with her nails. The action brought her close enough to smell Celia’s perfume.

Celia did not move away.

“You will remain dressed,” she said.

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

“You will rest your feet for twenty minutes, then begin dinner. The list is on the kitchen counter. Do not attempt anything clever with knives and false nails.”

“I had planned a juggling course.” Celia glanced back. Tilly lowered her eyes. “Sorry, Miss Harrow.”

“Better.”

That unexpected mercy made Tilly smile.

Celia’s gaze caught it. She picked up her bag and opened the door. “I’ll be back at seven.”

The house changed when Celia left.

It should have become easier. No eyes. No corrections. No one to hear the satin or watch Tilly steady herself on furniture. Yet without Celia, the uniform became the true focus of attention. The empty rooms reflected the new maid on every surface. The kitchen glass. The hallway mirror. The black television screen in the sitting area. She was alone with what she had become, and there was no practical instruction to hide behind and not think.

She rested her feet for twenty minutes because Celia had told her to and because her toes were beginning to pinch in the high heels.

Then she cooked.

Dinner was simple but exacting: salmon, new potatoes, green beans, a salad, and a lemon dressing Celia had written out in a hand so neat it made the recipe look like royal court order. Tilly moved through the kitchen slowly, protecting her nails, lifting the skirt away from the lower cupboards, keeping her apron clean or as clean as possible. She made mistakes. Dropped a spoon. Nearly smudged lipstick when tasting the dressing. Burned one finger on the pan and swore with enough feeling that she glanced towards the door afterwards, as if Celia might appear to grade the profanity.

She set the table in the smaller dining area by the glass doors.

Two places as instructed.

Then she cleaned.

Not perfunctorily. Properly. Kitchen surfaces, hob, sink, knife returned safely; boards washed; dishwasher loaded; floor checked for water. She touched up her lipstick in the microwave's reflection, then realised how absurd that was and went upstairs to use an actual mirror.

The maid in the mirror looked tired.

Pretty, but tired.

The hair had loosened slightly around her face. The makeup held, though a little powder was needed. The apron was still clean. The bow at the back had shifted. With some effort, she retied it, using the full-length mirror and a great deal of muttered concentration.

By seven, the house was immaculate.

Dinner was ready.

Tilly stood near the kitchen island in black satin, underskirts full, apron perfectly tied, heels still on because removing them felt like a kind of failure she was not ready to defend. Her feet ached. Her back ached. Her face felt composed because Celia had taught her that a maid’s face could be calm even when the body was not.

The front door opened at seven twelve.

Celia did not call out. Tilly heard the key, the faint sound of the door closing, the pause in the hallway. Heels against the floor. Coat removed. A bag set down with more force than usual. The meeting had gone badly. Tilly knew before Celia entered the kitchen.

Celia stopped in the doorway.

For one second, the mask was not in place again. Her face was tired. More than tired. Stripped down by the day, by the meeting, by whatever controlled battle she had fought and won or not won. Her hair remained perfect, her coat folded over one arm, but her eyes gave her away.

Then she saw the kitchen.

The table laid by the glass doors. Dinner prepared. Surfaces clean. Wine breathing on the counter but not poured. Tilly waiting in satin, apron neat, hands folded, long hair still pinned softly, lipstick refreshed.

Celia said nothing.

“I made dinner, Miss Harrow,” Tilly said, then regretted the obviousness.

Celia set her coat over the back of a chair.

“You followed the list?”

“Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“I used slightly less mustard in the dressing.”

“It was a difficult meeting,” Celia said.

“I thought it might be.”

“Did you?”

“Your bag hit the hall table, Miss Harrow.”

Celia’s mouth moved, not quite into a smile. “I see.”

Tilly looked at the table. “I set two places.”

Celia did not answer at once.

She walked to the table and touched the back of one chair. Not sitting. Not yet. Tilly lowered her eyes. Celia’s hand tightened slightly on the chair.

When she spoke, her voice was quieter.

“You make it difficult to remember this began as rent.”

Tilly looked up. For once, Celia’s control had slipped far enough for both of them to see the person beneath it. Tilly stood very still, satin rustling softly with her breath.

“I’m not sure I remember properly either,” she said.

Celia looked at her for a long moment. Then she pulled out the chair.

“Serve dinner,” she said.

The words were familiar enough to steady them both.

But her voice had changed.


Chapter 7: The Salon Appointment

By the fourth morning, Tilly had learned the house well enough to understand her duties and not be instructed all the time. Domestic service seemed to suit her, and Celia had found no further need to punish.

The memory of that moment stayed with Tilly, however. She thought about it often and it filled her with some confusion. It was undoubtedly humiliating at the time but it had also filled her with a frisson of excitement. Whether that was Celia taking complete control suddenly or the simple act of being spanked, she had fantasised about it in the evenings and found herself feeling hypersensitive in a way that was new and revealing.

For now, she went about her work efficiently. New maid’s outfits appeared as if by magic, all identical to the first, and now her male clothes had been removed from the wardrobe and put away somewhere else. It seemed that Ceila had thought of everything for her transformation.

Being a domestic servant no longer defeated Tilly. She could make Celia’s coffee without thinking twice. She knew which cloth to use for glass and which for steel. She could load the dishwasher according to Celia’s private rules, which were more complex than necessarily needed to wash plates and pans. She had learned to move in the satin uniform without catching her underskirts on drawer handles, though the narrow cupboard beside the oven still caught her out.

The laundry room had become less daunting. She could steam a blouse, fold towels in Celia’s preferred thirds, sort colours without stressing out. She could carry a tray from the kitchen to the study in heels, slowly but without looking like a frightened heron. She could even answer the door to deliveries in her satin dress.

Tilly had signed for parcels, received groceries, opened the door to a florist, and once spoken to the neighbour from number forty-two while wearing soft pink lipstick, false nails, and earrings that were not yet pierced but clipped into place. The neighbour, a retired solicitor called Mrs Lang, had looked at her for half a second longer than necessary, then said, “Celia has needed proper help for years,” and asked whether the recycling collection had moved again because hers was still in the yard and full to the top.

Those door meetings had been Tilly’s first lesson in public acceptance. Most people believed what was placed in front of them if the lighting was right and they were in a hurry, which most people who came to the door were.

On Monday morning, Celia came into the kitchen while Tilly was cleaning the coffee machine.

Tilly knew before Celia spoke that something had been arranged. Celia had a certain stillness when a decision had already been made, and the conversation was merely waiting to be voiced. She wore a dark navy dress, simple and expensive, with a cream coat over one arm. Her hair was smooth. Her lipstick was glistening more than usual. In one hand she held her phone, in the other a slim black card case.

Tilly paused with the cloth in her hand.

Celia set the card case on the island and folded her coat over the stool. “You have an appointment at eleven.”

“What sort of appointment?”

“A salon appointment.”

Tilly looked down at herself. She was in a black satin dress with a small white apron, stockings, high heels, makeup neat after Celia’s morning inspection, hair brushed and pinned back with a ribbon. She had thought she looked finished enough for a Monday.

Apparently, Monday had other ideas.

“My hair is already done, Miss Harrow.” She could feel the nerves rising and it was not good.

“Think of this as my treat for you being such a good little maid,” she said it rather sternly as if Tilly was not allowed to refuse under any circumstances. The veiled praise took some of the force from Tilly’s anxiety, which she thought was Celia’s intention.

Celia came to stand at the opposite side of the island. “The salon is discreet. Private clients. No walk-ins. The stylist is called Nadia. She knows enough about you to understand what is needed and she is very discreet. There is also a practitioner attached to the salon for aesthetic treatments. You will have consultations only where needed, and nothing happens without your consent.”

Tilly stared at her. “Aesthetic treatments?”

“Brows. Ears. Hair. Lips and cheeks, if you choose. A medical consultation regarding longer-term feminising treatment, if you choose.”

Tilly gripped the edge of the island, then released it because the nails clicked against the stone. “Longer-term treatment.”

“Yes.”

Tilly folded her arms, then unfolded them when the gesture pulled the satin bodice oddly.

“What exactly have you booked?” Tilly asked.

“Haircut and styling. Brow shaping. Proper nails, not those fake ones. Ear piercing, if you agree. Consultation for subtle lip and cheek enhancement. Nothing permanent. Consultation for a medically supervised feminising treatment plan.”

Tilly’s mouth had gone dry. “You said treatment.”

“I did.”

“What kind?”

“The sort you discuss with the clinician. Not with me in the kitchen as if I am offering it from a drawer.” Tilly looked away. Celia’s voice softened by a degree. “I am not a doctor. I do not pretend to be. If you want to explore bodily change beyond clothing, makeup and presentation, you speak to someone qualified. If you do not, that’s fine too.”

The house hummed quietly around them. The fridge, the lights, the city somewhere beyond the glass. Tilly touched her hair. It fell to her shoulders now when loose, long enough that Celia had styled it each morning, not long enough to hide behind as easily as before. Or perhaps it was too long for hiding. That was the trouble with hair. Once someone showed you what it could become, all things were possible.

“My ears,” she said.

“Yes.”

“That doesn’t simply wash off.”

“Everyone has pierced ears nowadays.”

“My eyebrows won’t either.”

“They grow back.”

Despite herself, Tilly almost smiled. The thought of having her hair styled properly suddenly felt exciting.  Celia continued when she saw the look on Tilly’s face. “Don’t you want to know what you’ll look like. Every girl does. And you’re no different, are you?”

Tilly blushed. “No, Miss Harrow.”

“Of course, you’re not. I’ve been watching you closely these last few days. You move more like a girl, you even talk more softly than before. It’s as if you’ve absorbed the feminine clothing and become exactly what you were meant to be.”

Tilly turned back to the coffee machine and picked up the cloth, not because it needed cleaning, but because her hands wanted a task.

After a moment, Tilly said, “I’ll go, Miss Harrow.”

Celia’s expression did not change. “For which parts?”

“The hair. Brows.” She swallowed. “Ears, maybe. The consultations. Everything.” Tilly looked down at the satin cloth in her hand, then set it down. “What do I wear?”

Celia’s mouth curved slightly. “Not the maid dress. The satin dress is for service in this house,” she said. “Today you go out as Tilly, not as my household display. You will wear flattering grey dress. Stockings. Low heels. Coat. Soft makeup.”

Tilly’s stomach tightened at the phrase go out as Tilly. Not in the house. Not to sign for a parcel. Not behind Celia’s protective door and glass and hidden lights.

Out.

The salon was in Marylebone, tucked behind a discreet black door between a private dental clinic and a gallery that appeared to sell five paintings and have no customers. There was no sign except a brass plaque: Vale & Reed. Celia pressed the bell and looked at Tilly while they waited.

“Breathe before someone sees you forgetting how.”

“I’m breathing.”

“I swear you are going to faint.”

Tilly sucked air into her lungs slowly and then let it go.

The grey dress Celia had chosen was softer than anything Tom had ever worn outside. Knee-length, simple, with a fitted waist and long sleeves. Her makeup was lighter than in the house, though still unmistakably feminine. The false nails remained, pale and neat, soon to be replaced. Her long hair had been brushed and left loose under the coat, falling around her face in a way that seemed to shield her from the world. They had travelled by taxi and the driver had not even looked back once.

A woman opened the door.

“Nadia!” Celia said.

“Celia!”

They kissed the air near each other’s cheeks in the manner of women who had known one another long enough to avoid false warmth but not social form.

Nadia turned to Tilly. The woman was in her forties, with silver-blonde hair cut bluntly at the jaw, black glasses and an expression that took in everything without making a performance of it. Tilly felt the assessment move over her face, hair, posture, hands, and shoes.

Then Nadia smiled. “Tilly?” The name in a stranger’s mouth nearly took her knees from her.

“Yes.”

“Well, don’t you look absolutely beautiful. Come on in before you’re grabbed off the street and have to join a harem.”

Inside, the salon was quiet, warm and expensive. Not over-indulgent. No gold mirrors, no rows of chairs, no smell of hairspray and the noise of gossip. Pale wood floors, two styling stations, soft light, a private treatment room behind a frosted door, a coffee table with magazines no one seemed to expect to read. It felt less like a salon than a place where wealthy women went to talk and have coffee while their hair was curled or their feet were pedicured.

Tilly stood just inside the door. Celia touched her elbow lightly. “Come on.”

Tilly removed her coat carefully. Nadia took it and hung it on a rail.

“First time out?” Nadia asked.

Tilly looked at Celia. Nadia noticed. “You can answer without checking with her, darling. It’s only a salon, not the local police station.”

Tilly’s face warmed. Celia said nothing.

“Yes,” Tilly said. “I guess.”

“Then we’ll be kind.”

That steadied her. Nadia led her to the chair.

The mirror was large and lit softly from the sides. Tilly sat and immediately saw everything she had been avoiding: the grey dress, the face, the long hair that was not quite feminine enough yet, the tension in her shoulders, the nails resting too stiffly in her lap.

Nadia stood behind her, lifting sections of hair, letting them fall.

“It’s good hair,” she said. “My compliments, Celia. Good choice.”

Tilly glanced at her. What did she mean by that.

Celia sat in a low chair near the window, composed, legs crossed, hands resting in her lap. She looked calm. Tilly was starting to understand that calm was one of Celia’s disguises. She often wondered what it hid.

Nadia combed through the hair. “What are we doing?”

Celia did not answer. Tilly waited. Then realised both women were waiting for her. The room seemed to tilt slightly.

“I don’t know.”

Tilly looked at the hair in the mirror. “Softer. More feminine. Something I can keep looking after. Not too short.”

Nadia nodded. “Good. Layers around the face. Shape through the ends. We can soften the colour later if you want, but today I’d keep it close to yours. Too much change at once and you’ll spend the week staring at yourself like a debutante.”

Tilly blinked. Nadia had noticed something behind and turned to Celia lifted a brow. “What?”

“Nothing,” Celia said. “She already spends a lot of time looking in the mirror.”

Tilly blushed.

The exchange helped. It was not clever for the sake of it. It was ordinary enough to let Tilly breathe.

The wash came first. Having her hair washed by someone else was more intimate than she expected. The chair tipped back. Warm water moved through her hair. Nadia’s hands massaged her scalp with professional firmness. Tilly closed her eyes because keeping them open felt impossible. Celia’s voice came from somewhere nearby. “Still with us?”

Tilly opened one eye. “Barely.”

Nadia wrapped her hair in a towel and led her back to the chair. The cutting began slowly. Wet hair combed straight. Scissors near the ends. The first small fall of brown onto the cape. Tilly had not expected to feel it. She did.

The hair was not being cut short. Nadia was shaping, not taking. Yet each snip made the change more serious. Celia had styled her hair. Nadia was making it so that it could be styled in a more feminine way. There was a difference. One was a temporary arrangement. The other was a decision. Another Rubicon crossed.

Tilly watched the hair around her face soften into layers. Her face changed before the cut was finished.

The difference was subtle and therefore much more dangerous. Her jaw looked softer. Her cheekbones more pronounced. The makeup made more sense. The long hair fell not as something she had just let grow, but as something chosen.

Nadia dried it with a round brush, working shape into the ends and lift near the roots. She left it falling around Tilly’s shoulders, smooth but with movement, the front shaped to frame her face.

When she finished, the salon went quiet. Tilly looked in the mirror. Her own hair had become feminine.

Hers.

That made the reflection harder to argue with.

Celia stood and came behind the chair. She did not touch the hair. She simply looked.

“Well?” Nadia asked.

Tilly swallowed. “I look different.”

“Yes,” Nadia said. “We usually charge extra for that.”

Tilly smiled, but her eyes stayed on the mirror.

“I look... softer.”

Celia’s voice was low. “You look more like yourself.”

Tilly turned her head slightly.

The hair moved against her cheek.

She could not answer.

Brows came next. The light makeup was removed and Natia set to work.

She had not feared eyebrows enough. That had been an error. She explained what she was going to do, asked what Tilly wanted, then ignored Celia entirely until Tilly answered for herself.

The plucking was sharp, precise and humiliatingly effective. Tilly tried not to flinch. Failed.

Nadia paused. “You can swear if you need to.”

“I’m trying to keep my dignity.”

“Why start now?” Nadia called from the salon. The brow change shocked her almost more than the hair. Her face opened. The eyes looked clearer, more feminine, more awake. The old, slightly heavy uncertainty above them had been removed. Not much. Just enough.

Tilly touched near one brow, careful not to touch the skin directly.

“Oh,” she said.

“Always the brows.”

Celia’s expression was unreadable, but her eyes were not. There was satisfaction there, yes, but also something warmer. Pride, perhaps. Tilly did not know what to do with that, so she looked back at the mirror.

The ears were an anticlimax in terms of pain. But within seconds, she had two pretty studs, and that seemed even more amazing.

Pierced ears.

A visible marker. Small, common, ordinary for many women. Yet for her, they meant something would remain after the dress came off, if it ever did. After the makeup was removed. After Celia’s house. After this arrangement, if it ended.

Celia’s hand settled briefly on her shoulder anyway.

Next came proper nails, the old ones removed, and the nails and cuticles soaked and tended to. Then, longer gel nails were added, hardened, and painted rose pink. Tilly watched the transformation quietly, conscious that this would probably change more than the hair and the ears put together. Her fingers looked elegant and tapered.

“What about fillers?” Nadia said, and the room went quiet. She turned to look at Tilly critically. “The cheeks are fine, but I would plump the lips just a little.”

This required a consultation in a private room adjoining the salon, with a qualified aesthetics practitioner called Dr Amara Voss. Tilly appreciated the doctor title. It gave the next stage weight. It also made it impossible to treat the decisions as beauty shopping in any way whatsoever.

Dr Voss was calm, direct and unhurried. She asked Tilly what she wanted, not what Celia wanted. She explained that subtlety was the only approach she would consider today. Anything more would require time, discussion and another appointment. She spoke about softening, proportion, balance, comfort, consent and aftercare. She did not promise transformation. She did not flatter and was quite matter-of-fact. She did not let Celia answer questions meant for Tilly.

Tilly liked her for that and feared her for the same reason.

The lips and cheeks came first as a consultation. Tilly looked at her face in a hand mirror while Dr Voss spoke about small adjustments. Not a new face. Not exaggeration. A little fullness at the mouth. A little freshness on the cheeks. Enough to support the femininity already present rather than replace it.

“You do not need this,” Dr Voss said.

That surprised her.

Tilly looked up. “I don’t?”

“Need is the wrong word. You may want it. That is different.”

Celia was sitting by the wall, silent. Tilly looked at her.

Celia shook her head once, almost imperceptibly. Not no. Not instruction. A reminder: answer for yourself.

Tilly looked back at the mirror. The shaped brows, the new hair, the tiny studs, the soft makeup. She imagined the face with a little more fullness, a little more softness that would not wash away at night.

Fear moved through her. Then desire, quieter but more honest.

“I want subtle,” she said.

Dr Voss nodded. “Then subtly I will do.”

The details of the treatment blurred in Tilly’s memory afterwards. Not because anything went wrong, but because she chose not to cling to every clinical moment. Consent forms, explanation, preparation, Celia’s presence at the edge of the room, Dr Voss’s calm voice, Tilly breathing when told, keeping still, feeling the strangeness of making a choice that would stay.

When it was finished, the change was not dramatic.

That was the power of it.

Her lips looked a little fuller, softer without being obvious. Her cheeks had a fresher curve. With the brows shaped and hair styled, her face tipped further into femininity without becoming a caricature.

The final part of the consultation was the one Tilly had tried not to think about.

Dr Voss made tea before beginning. That was either kindness or strategy. Possibly both.

“This part,” she said, sitting opposite Tilly, “is slower, more serious and not cosmetic in the same way. We discuss it properly. If you decide no, nothing happens. If you decide yes, we will begin carefully and review.”

Tilly sat in a soft chair, hands folded in her lap, nails pale against the grey dress. Celia sat beside her this time.

The doctor spoke of a feminising treatment plan in careful terms: gradual physical development, monitoring, risks, reversibility in some areas and not others, emotional impact, the difference between immediate presentation and long-term bodily change. The breast forms would remain necessary for shape now, but treatment might encourage natural development over time. There was no promise of speed or perfection. There was only a first step.

Tilly listened with her pulse loud in her ears. Was she really going to do this? Had she come so far?

Her breast area. Growth. Not a bra. Not forms. Not satin shaping a body from outside. Change from within.

Eventually, Dr Voss asked, “Do you want more time?”

Tilly looked at Celia. Celia’s face was composed, but the hand resting on her own knee was not entirely still.

She looked back at Dr Voss. “I want to begin. Not because I know everything. Because I know enough to start.”

Dr Voss nodded.

“Then we begin today with the first supervised treatment, and we review before anything further.”

Again, the clinical details did not become the story. They belonged to the room, to the doctor, to consent, professionalism and care. Tilly remembered Celia standing by her head, not holding her down, not speaking for her, simply present. She remembered choosing not to close her eyes the whole time. She remembered the odd seriousness afterwards, not pain exactly, but awareness that she had crossed another line. A small beginning made in the body where forms had been doing temporary work. She felt a slight pain as the small gun fired into her breasts one at a time. There was a slight dizziness and then she was fine.

When it was done, Dr Voss gave aftercare instructions, follow-up dates and her direct contact information.

“Do not romanticise this,” she said, looking between Tilly and Celia. “Do not trivialise it either. Give it respect.”

Outside the clinic room, Nadia was waiting. She freshened Tilly’s make and then gave her hair a bit of attention with a final brush. She offered a small box of silver drop earrings for when the piercing had healed enough to change from the studs.

“You’ve been a good girl,” she said, rubbing Tilly’s shoulders. Tilly stared at the delicate earrings and nearly burst into tears.

Celia paid. Tilly tried to ask about cost, but Celia gave her a look that said they would discuss it later, in private, perhaps.

When they stepped back onto the street, London had shifted into early afternoon. Traffic moved. People passed. A cyclist swore at a van. Someone carried flowers. Ordinary people did not pause to praise Tilly’s new hair, shaped brows, pierced ears, fuller lips and cheeks, and the first step of a longer bodily commitment made under bright private lights and of her own free will.

Tilly stood on the pavement, holding her coat closed. The air touched her differently. Or perhaps she was overreacting.

Celia suddenly linked her arm.

Tilly looked at her reflection in the dark window of the gallery next door. Softer hair. Feminine face. Studs catching light. A woman still nervous, still new, but harder to dismiss now.

Celia’s reflection stood beside hers. Not quite as a mistress. Somehow, the dynamic had shifted a little. Someone who had brought her here and now seemed to understand that the result could no longer be reversed. Had she planned for this or was it meant to be some silly game.

“You’re quiet,” Tilly said.

Celia’s gaze remained on the reflection. “Yes.”

“What?”

Celia turned to look at her properly. In the open street, with cars moving and strangers passing and the city entirely uninterested in their private astonishment, Celia’s control softened.

“You look precious,” she said.

Tilly looked down because the pavement was safer than Celia’s face. Celia’s hand touched her cheek, briefly, carefully, as if asking permission after everything that had already been done.

The city carried on around them, and they walked slowly back towards home, taking it in as if nothing had happened.


Chapter 8: Rent, Rules and Feelings

By the end of the first week, Tilly didn’t think about where Tom’s clothes were. She knew of course.

They were crammed into the top drawer on the left side.

Celia had not taken them, burned them, boxed them, or done anything so crude as pretend a few shirts and a pair of jeans had the power to decide what happened next to her newly formed and increasingly girly maid.

Tilly had not opened the drawer since her initial transformation.

That fact sat quietly inside her as she went about her duties. How quickly she had succumbed and how much it had become a part of her. It was as if, once the makeup and dress were on and the heels were worn, a magical spell was cast over her. She loved the way the skirts felt, and now that her hair had been styled properly, and all those other things, she found that she adapted naturally to her new role.

She enjoyed being a girl.

The drawer remained there every morning when she dressed, however. T-shirts, jeans, a grey jumper, socks, and the old underwear, now looking almost startlingly dull. She would see the handle and feel the old life within reach. Then she would turn to the rail Celia had cleared for her, where satin dresses hung in a soft line: the black maid’s uniform with the white lace apron, a simpler day dress now, a pale blue house dress for afternoons, the grey dress she had worn to the salon. She had walked through the streets wearing that one and had felt…natural.

There was also a cream satin blouse with a black skirt that Celia said was “not a uniform, but not freedom either.” It was rather mysterious, so at the end of the night, Tilly had tried it on and looked at herself in the mirror for a long time.

There were stockings, garter belts, and cinchers in the top right drawer now. Neatly folded. Lingerie in another. Nail files and polish in a small case on the dressing table. Earrings she could not yet change into, because the studs had to stay while the piercings healed. Makeup arranged beside a mirror that no longer seemed to belong to anyone but Tilly.

Tilly woke, showered, checked the faint tenderness at her ears, touched her newly defined brows carefully, and dressed. She was not a natural at makeup, but she had learned to become at least proficient. The fullness of her lips seemed fuller, and her cheeks more pronounced. The look pleased her and seemed to make a difference in how the makeup went on.

Ready and waiting by breakfast. That was the new rule Celia wrote down.

The list appeared on the kitchen island on Thursday morning, printed on thick paper, with a pen beside it and a small glass of water near the top-right corner. The house was still. London pressed against the windows in pale grey morning light. It had rained overnight, just enough to darken the paving in the garden and make the bamboo shimmer.

Tilly came downstairs in the black satin day dress, stockings, heels and a white apron, her hair freshly brushed into the soft shape Nadia had cut, makeup neat but not heavy. The salon had changed how long the morning took. Her face no longer returned so easily to Tom when the makeup was removed. The shaped brows stayed. The tiny studs stayed. Her lips and cheeks held a softness that did not wash away. Even bare-faced, she looked different now.

Celia was already seated at the island with coffee, wearing a dark burgundy blouse and tailored trousers. Her laptop was not open. That was how Tilly knew she had something to say.

She saw the paper.

“Good morning, Miss Harrow,” she said formally.

Celia stared at her calmly, then said: “Do you know how to curtsey?”

Tilly swallowed: “I think so, Miss Harrow.”

“Then start again, but this time curtsey before you address me.”

Tilly performed an awkward curtsey, dipping her legs and repeating her greeting. Celia tutted and explained: “To perform an elegant maid’s curtsey, begin by standing tall with your shoulders relaxed, chin level and hands lightly holding the edges of your skirt. Keep your movements slow and controlled. Slide one foot slightly behind the other, placing the toe behind the heel. Bend both knees gently, lowering yourself just a little rather than dropping too deeply. Keep your back straight, your head slightly bowed, and your hands still. Hold the curtsey for a brief moment, then rise smoothly by pressing through your front foot and bringing your back foot neatly into place. The key is restraint: quiet, graceful, respectful and unhurried.”

Tilly looked at Celia and gently took hold of the sides of her skirt and performed the curtsey again, this time more elegantly: “Good morning, Miss Harrow.”

“Good morning, Tilly,” Celia smiled. “Please look at the list of rules I have prepared for you.”

Tilly picked it up the piece of paper and read it.

Household Rules for Tilly During Service Arrangement.

The title was exactly as plain as Celia. No little flourish. No pet name. No attempt to make the rules sound like a game.

Tilly read slowly.

She must be properly dressed by breakfast unless otherwise agreed.

Hair, makeup, nails and scent must be maintained to household standards.

The house must be kept to the Mistress’s high standards at all times.

She must speak respectfully during service hours.

She should curtsey when entering and leaving the Mistress’s presence or when given an instruction.

She should accept correction and punishment with gratefulness.

She must not pretend everything is only about money.

That last one made her stop.

Celia watched over the rim of her cup. Tilly looked down at the page. “You may speak honestly for the moment.”

“I don’t understand the last one.”

“I think that’s a lie.”

Tilly blushed. For some reason, she had wanted to deny the truth. It was if a small part of her in the dark recesses of her mind was trying to fight back. The words came out softer than she expected: “Yes, Miss Harrow.”

“I’ve watched you these last few days, especially when we were at the salon. Would you agree that you have accepted your new role almost fully?”

There was no bite in the question, but Tilly felt the edge of it. She had spent the last few days letting herself fall into the structure Celia provided. Service, dress, correction, aftercare, the salon, the tiny ache in her ears, the knowledge that something had begun in her breast area under a doctor’s supervision and would need time but which she was suddenly impatient to happen. It was easy to let the arrangement blur when Celia’s hand rested briefly at her waist to straighten an apron, or when Celia’s voice softened over coffee, or when the house felt less like a strange arrangement between landlady and lodger and more like a place that had made room for Tilly.

The rent arrears were a distant thing. Tilly wondered if they mattered at all, really.

“Yes,” Celia said. “And I will sign it too.”

“And punishment?” This made Tilly’s heart beat a little faster.

“That will be decided by me.”

Tilly’s throat tightened. She looked away before Celia could see too much, which was pointless because Celia saw enough anyway.

“Thank you,” Tilly said. She picked up the pen and signed, even her handwriting now holding an almost elegant, feminine flourish. She looked at the signature, then watched Celia sign below more efficiently.

“You may have breakfast and then begin your work.”

Tilly paused for a moment, then curtsied and said: “Yes, Miss Harrow.”

The day settled into work after that.

Rules had a way of becoming physical once printed. Tilly felt them in small acts. By breakfast, properly dressed. She had done that. Makeup maintained. She checked lipstick after coffee and blotted carefully. Nails kept neat. Speak respectfully during service hours. That one was not hard, exactly, but it had become more complicated than it looked. Respect was no longer only “yes, Miss Harrow” and “of course, Miss Harrow”. It was how she moved and comported herself within the house.

The world was not kinder because of the rules. It was clearer.

Tilly cleaned the glass doors first, then polished the kitchen steel. She sorted the laundry, steamed a cream blouse ready for a meeting, placed a delivery in Celia’s study, and prepared coffee before a ten o’clock call. Everything seemed to be in place. Her heels clicked on the floor and shaped her steps. The satin day dress still moved like the full maid uniform and the short skirt made her aware of turning and bending. Her hair fell forward once while she was changing the bathroom towels, and she pinned it back with a clip from her apron pocket, then caught her reflection.

The shaped brows gave her eyes a clearer line. The fuller lips made even a neutral expression look softer. The tiny studs in her ears caught light when she turned. Her face looked just as it was supposed to.

Downstairs, Celia’s voice rose slightly from the study. Tilly went to the kitchen and made fresh coffee. She warmed the cup first, as Celia preferred. Strong. No sugar. Saucer wiped. Spoon aligned. Then she took a small plate and added two plain biscuits Celia pretended not to like but always ate when work became difficult.

In the study, Celia was standing at the window with her phone in one hand, her other arm folded across herself. “No,” she said into the phone. “I’m not objecting to the fee. I’m objecting to the idea that calling something premium means something less.”

Tilly paused at the doorway. Celia did not turn but lifted one hand slightly as permission to enter. Tilly placed the tray on the desk and stepped back. Celia ended the call with a clipped goodbye and set the phone down harder than usual. She looked at the coffee, then at the biscuits.

“Thank you, Tilly. You may go.”

Tilly lowered her eyes and curtsied. “Yes, Miss Harrow.”

Celia looked up. “What are you waiting for, girl?”

Tilly went to the laundry room, where towels needed folding and a wash was waiting to go through. It gave her hands something to do. She was conscious of a yearning that was growing in her, a need for Celia to touch her, to maybe even punish her. It made her breath catch on more than one occasion. The way that Celia looked at her had changed too. It was as if she were forcibly restraining herself.

In the hallway, Celia paused before leaving for a short meeting and reached for Tilly’s collar.

“This is uneven.”

Tilly looked down. “Is it?”

“Yes.”

Celia adjusted the small white collar at the neckline of the satin dress. Her fingers moved lightly, slower than the correction required. Tilly stood still, feeling the warmth of them near her throat.

“There,” Celia said.

But her hand did not drop at once.

Tilly lifted her eyes. Celia’s face was close enough that the line of control in her mouth became visible. She knew exactly what she was doing. She also knew why she should stop. The hand fell.

“I’ll be back by four.”

“Yes, Miss Harrow.” Tilly curtsied.

Celia took her coat from the hook, then turned back as if she had forgotten something. Her gaze moved over Tilly’s face.

“Your earrings. The pair that Nadine gave you should be put in now.”

After Celia had left, Tilly went upstairs and found the earrings. She took out the studs and put in the new ones, not without some difficulty. She felt a surge of pleasure, looking at herself in the mirror, turning her head so that the earrings caught the light.

Later, in the kitchen, Celia fastened the tiny clip at the back of Tilly’s apron because the bow had twisted while she reached into a low cupboard. Her knuckles brushed the small of Tilly’s back through the satin. Tilly’s breath changed before she could stop it. Celia went still.

“Sorry, Miss Harrow,” Tilly said at once.

Celia stepped back and seemed to examine the hem of Tilly’s skirt. “Do not apologise for having a body.”

Tilly turned. The sentence had been spoken too sharply for mere correction. It carried anger, but not at Tilly.

Celia’s eyes narrowed slightly. “What?”

“Nothing, Miss Harrow.”

The kitchen lights had come on automatically as the day dimmed. The glass doors reflected them both: Celia in dark green, composed but not as she usually was; Tilly in black satin, apron untied at the back, lips softer than they had been last week, earrings bright at her ears, her heart beating heavily again.

Tilly felt the old tug to retreat into obedience. She also felt something else, the aching need to say something reckless.

Celia reviewed the rent account after dinner. She did it in the kitchen, not the study, perhaps because the island had become their place for truths. Tilly stood beside her in the full satin maid uniform this time, black dress, underskirts, white apron, high heels. Celia had requested it for dinner service, and Tilly had obeyed with a pulse that refused to behave.

The ledger was open.

Rent arrears. Service credits. Deduction for household work. Remaining balance. It was still real. Less now, but real.

Celia tapped the page with her pen. “I have contacted your former client for you and made them understand the consequences of not pay. If the invoice is included, you still have this month's rent to cover.”

Tilly looked at the ledger. “Yes, Miss Harrow.”

Tilly looked at the black satin sleeve at her wrist, the nails, the softened reflection of her face in the dark window beyond Celia. “If I pay it all, I won’t know whether I’m still allowed to stay.” It came out without thinking, in a rush of breath and emotion.

Celia’s hand stilled on the pen. There it was. Celia closed the ledger slowly.

“You will be allowed,” she said.

“I didn’t mean to...”

“Yes, you did.”

“I mean...” Tilly gripped the edge of her apron, then forced her hands to still. “I mean, I don’t know what this is.”

Celia looked at her calmly. “Neither do I.”

Tilly took a breath. The satin bodice rose and fell. The breast forms shifted slightly, and beneath them, deeper in the body, there was a faint change beginning because of the treatment plan Dr Voss had started.

Everything in her was becoming less temporary, she realised.

“Then why keep acting as if you do?” she asked.

Celia’s face closed.

That was answer enough.

But Tilly had begun, and stopping now would be another kind of hiding.

“You write rules. You set times. You correct my posture, my voice, and how I fold your towels. You decide which dress I wear, when I serve dinner, and whether my apron is straight.” Her voice shook, but she kept it low. “You took me to Nadia. You sat there while I chose things that can’t just be removed. You tell me I can say no, and I believe you, I do. But you still stay in control of everything before anything can touch you.”

The kitchen seemed to grow around them, all glass and stone and perfect order. No country house shadows. No old portraits. Just a modern home designed by a woman who had made beauty out of restraint and then invited someone fragile into it.

Tilly softened her voice.

“I need to ask something, and I don’t want a clever answer.”

Celia’s eyes returned to hers.

“All right.”

“Do you want a maid?”

Silence.

“A tenant?”

Celia’s jaw tightened.

“A lover?”

The word changed the room.

Tilly felt it leave her mouth and wished, briefly, she could call it back. Not because it was false. Because it was too raw with how she was suddenly feeling.

Celia’s hand moved to the ledger, then away. Tilly continued, quieter. “Or do you want someone you can control because being lonely is easier when you have something to divert your attention?”

Celia looked at her for a long time. The control was still there, but strained now. Celia would not break easily, of course. But something had shifted under the surface, and Tilly could see the effort it took not to forge the moment into something less confrontational and more controllable.

“Maybe you are just forgetting yourself,” Celia said.

Tilly’s throat tightened. “No.”

Celia looked towards the glass doors, where their reflections stood side by side in the dark. “You understand the position this places me in.” She ran a hand through her hair. “I need you to understand it fully. I own the house. You owed me money. I proposed the arrangement. I have directed almost every stage of your development. If I cross a line it is because I want to, not because you desire.”

Tilly absorbed that. It mattered that Celia said it. It mattered more that she sounded almost angry with herself.

“I’m not asking you to cross a line,” Tilly said. Celia looked at her. “I’m asking whether you feel something too.”

That was the simplest version of the question. Celia’s composure flickered. She sat down at the island. Tilly remained where she was.

The rules lay on the counter nearby, signed and sealed. Celia folded her hands. For once, the gesture did not look elegant. It looked like she was keeping them from reaching for something.

“I began,” she said slowly, “by seeing your hidden need.” Tilly did not move. “You are transparent in many ways. The apologies, the obedience, the relief when someone else takes the lead. The hair. The softness you tried to treat as something else or ignore entirely. I thought structure would help you. I thought service would give shape to something you had been carrying but not yet admitted.” She stopped. The city lights beyond the garden wall blurred in the glass. “I also thought I could remain outside it.”

Tilly’s chest tightened.

Celia’s voice lowered. “It was just a stupid project. I did not expect to need you back.”

Celia had not solved anything by admitting need. If anything, she had made the arrangement more dangerous because the truth was now alive between them and eventually something would have to be done.

Tilly took one step closer. The underskirts whispered. Celia looked up. Tilly stopped at the edge of the island, leaving space.

“Then we need new rules,” she said.

Celia’s mouth moved slightly. It might have become a smile on another evening. “Not yet,” she said. “I’m not ready.”

Neither of them touched.

Tilly took a breath and then curtsied. “Yes, Miss Harrow.”

When Tilly placed the cups in the dishwasher, she saw Celia watching her reflection in the glass, not as a landlady studying a debt, nor as a mistress inspecting a maid, but as a woman trying to understand what she had invited into her home and what it might cost to love her properly.


Chapter 9: The Dinner Guest

The conversation was not mentioned for some time after that. Tilly and Celia fell into their routines, and it seemed the world had returned to normal. Celia seemed to be finding things to distract herself as if she didn’t, deep down, really know what to do with her new possession. Tilly continued her work, polishing, vacuuming, wiping, serving and not complaining. Her heart beat still rose whenever she was in Celia’s presence, but it was now carefully controlled.

A week passed during which Tilly paid another visit to the salon for laser treatment, another visit to Doctor Voss, and another injection. She was beginning to feel more weight in her chest when she changed into a nightdress in the evening, and it was not unpleasant.

When she woke on a sunny Saturday morning, and Celia announced over coffee that she would be entertaining a guest that evening, Tilly had to be calmed before she was given a list of tasks to prepare the house and get things ready. “You will have a new dress to wear,” said Celia with a little smile.

Tilly waited for clarity but received none. She curtsied and said, “Thank you, Miss Harrow.”

The house had been prepared for dinner since mid-afternoon. Not that it had needed much. Celia’s townhouse existed in a state of permanent readiness, as if the furniture itself had signed an agreement never to embarrass her. Still, Tilly had worked through each room with care. The glass doors to the garden were spotless. The steel in the kitchen reflected light cleanly. The bedroom sheets were changed, the floors vacuumed, and the surfaces polished. The dining table was set for two guests: white plates, dark linen napkins, slim candles, water glasses, red wine breathing on the side, and small flowers in a low ceramic bowl.

The menu was simple because Celia had made it simple. Slow-cooked lamb, roasted vegetables, a salad with herbs from the garden, a lemon tart Celia had bought from a patisserie, and allowed Tilly to pretend it was part of the plan.

“You may go and change for the evening,” Celia said finally.

Tilly went up to her room. On the bed lay a pink satin maid’s outfit with feminine bows and detailing that almost took her breath away. She lifted it up and pressed it against her body, looking in the mirror. It shimmered in the light with delicate puff sleeves and a short, flared hem. On the bed were white satin lingerie, panties, a bra, a garter belt, and white lace top stockings. On the carpet by the foot of the bed were a pair of pink high heels.

Below her, the lamb was cooking, the vegetables were prepped, the tart waited in the fridge, and Tilly had nowhere left to put her nerves except into dressing. Thirty minutes later, she was ready to face the evening. The dress and the underskirts fitted her perfectly, the skirt shorter and showing more stocking top than perhaps decent, but she loved it more than words could say.

Her makeup had been done with more care than usual: foundation soft, brows shaped, eyes defined, blush adding colour to the cheeks Dr Voss had subtly enhanced, lips fuller under a rose shade that made Tilly aware of every breath. The tiny silver drops in her newly pierced ears caught the kitchen light each time she turned her head. Her hair had been styled into soft waves and pinned back with a narrow white lace hairband.

Celia had checked her appearance and watched as Tilly removed the lamb to let it rest and began cooking the vegetables.

Then she came up behind Tilly and adjusted the apron bow.

“Good,” Celia said.

Tilly had wanted more in that moment. The ache in her seemed to grow without any chance of being stopped.

Tonight was her first dinner with an outsider in the house. Apart from casual visitors dropping off orders at the door or neighbours asking about something, she had not needed to face this scenario at all. She knew it would come eventually, of course.

Controlled exposure, Celia called it, which sounded clinical enough to be safe but was still pretty frightening. The guest was Marianne Bloom, an old and apparently very dear friend of Celia’s.

“Do I look satisfactory, Miss Harrow?” Tilly asked.

“Quite.” Celia stood back. “You will be on your best behaviour this evening, young lady.”

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

At half past seven, the doorbell rang.

The sound cut through the house with a clean, expensive chime that made Tilly’s stomach tighten at once. She had known it was coming. She had been waiting for it, in fact, with the awful attention of someone watching a clock move towards doomsday. Even so, when it finally sounded, her hand jerked slightly and the spoon she was holding tapped against the edge of the saucepan.

Celia, standing near the kitchen island with an untouched glass of water in one hand, looked across at her.

“Steady.”

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

“Don’t rush. You are answering the door, remember your training.”

Tilly drew in a breath, set the spoon down, and smoothed the front of her pink satin apron. The dress rustled softly around her thighs. The shorter skirt, the lace-topped stockings, the white lingerie beneath, the high heels and the delicate bows all seemed to become more obvious at once, as if the doorbell had woken every nerve in her body.

Celia’s gaze moved over her, quick but exacting.

“Hands still. If she asks your name, answer clearly.”

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

The bell rang again. Tilly crossed the kitchen, moved through the hall and paused at the front door. Her heels sounded terribly loud on the polished floor. In the hallway mirror, she caught one glimpse of herself: pink satin, white lace, soft hair, bright mouth, nervous eyes.

She opened the door.

Marianne Bloom stood on the step.

The first thing Tilly noticed was her face. It was handsome rather than pretty, hard around the mouth, with large dark eyes that seemed to take possession of anything they rested upon. She had the kind of expression you want to immediately apologise for something.

She wore a short black dress that looked expensive and unforgiving, cut close to a body that had been squeezed into it with determination rather than aesthetic choice. Her high heels were sharp, her legs bare despite the evening's cool, and a pale coat sat over her shoulders like she was a mafia don. She looked as if she had dressed for an argument with an undertaker.

Her eyes moved over Tilly. From hairband to lips, from collar to bodice, from apron to skirt, from stocking tops to heels, then back to her face. Tilly felt the appraisal like fingers scratching against a blackboard.

“You must be Tilly,” Marianne said. She tutted. Her voice was low and dry, with no warmth wasted on arrival.

Tilly’s mouth went slightly dry. “Yes, madam.”

Marianne’s brows lifted.

“Well?”

The word landed like a small slap. As if Tilly had failed to complete a task she should have known was hers. For one dreadful second, Tilly forgot everything Celia had taught her. Her hands fluttered towards her apron. She caught herself, cheeks heating, and stepped back from the door. Then, with more haste than grace but not quite disaster, she took the edge of her skirt lightly and sank into a curtsey.

“Good evening, Miss Bloom,” she said, lowering her head. “Please come in.”

When she rose, Marianne was still looking at her.

“Better,” she said. Tilly did not know whether to feel corrected or approved. Possibly both.

Marianne stepped inside, bringing with her a cool scent of perfume and cold air from the street. Tilly closed the door carefully, grateful for something simple to do. Then she turned back and held out her hands for the coat.

“May I take your coat, Miss Bloom?”

Marianne slipped it from her shoulders and handed it over without looking away. “Celia has been busy.” It was cryptic but Tilly knew what the woman meant.

Tilly took the coat and put it on the hanger in the hallway. “Miss Harrow is waiting in the living room.”

“I imagine she is.”

The woman did not fidget, did not glance around, did not make polite remarks about the house. She simply waited to be led. Tilly could feel that gaze on the back of her neck, then lower, assessing the bow at her waist, the shape of her skirt, the precision of her stockings, the balance of her heels.

“This way, Miss Bloom.”

She led Marianne down the hallway towards the living room. Each step felt new. The pink heels seemed higher than they had half an hour ago. The short satin skirt moved too much. The underskirts made a soft, feminine whisper that suddenly sounded indecently loud.

Marianne walked behind her at an unhurried pace. Tilly could still feel her eyes.

Not admiring. Not exactly disapproving. Appraising? That was worse, somehow. A woman deciding what kind of thing she had been shown, and whether it was worth her time.

At the living room door, Tilly paused, drew a breath, and entered.

Celia was waiting by the fireplace, composed in a dark dress, one hand resting on the back of a chair. Her expression shifted almost imperceptibly when she saw them: first to Marianne, then to Tilly, then to the faint colour in Tilly’s cheeks.

“Marianne,” she said.

“Celia.”

The two women looked at one another for a moment before Marianne crossed the room.

Tilly stepped aside, hands folded now, heart still beating too fast beneath the pink satin. She kept her eyes lowered but not closed. Celia had told her that a maid should be respectful, not absent.

Marianne kissed Celia lightly on both cheeks. “You did not exaggerate,” she said.

Celia’s gaze flicked to Tilly. “No,” she said. “I rarely do.”

Tilly felt smaller than before and more visible than she had ever been.

Celia’s expression sharpened. Not much. She did not need much. The warmth in the room seemed to draw away from the walls, leaving Tilly standing in her pink satin dress under the attention of two women who understood one another far better than she understood either of them.

“Tilly,” Celia said.

“Yes, Miss Harrow?”

Her voice came out too soft.

Celia’s eyes narrowed by the smallest degree. “Do not stand there looking like a silly girl who has forgotten what to do.” Tilly’s face burned. Marianne’s mouth curved. Celia continued, her tone cooler now, more formal. “Fetch us drinks.”

The instruction was simple. Ordinary, even. Yet spoken that way, in front of Marianne, it entered Tilly a sharp pin. She had been displayed to Miss Bloom. Now she would serve.

She lowered her eyes, caught the edge of her skirt lightly and gave a curtsey. This one was better than the one at the door. Not graceful enough to satisfy Celia entirely, perhaps, but steadier.

“Very good, Miss Harrow.” She turned and left the room.

The hallway seemed longer on the way back to the kitchen. Tilly could feel the heat in her cheeks and the quickness of her pulse. The pink heels clicked on the floor, each sound crisp and feminine. Her underskirts brushed against her thighs. The little bows on the dress, which had seemed so pretty upstairs, now felt like evidence of her feminisation arranged all over her body.

This was not merely dinner. She knew that now.

It was a test.

Not of whether she could pour wine. Not really. Celia knew she could pour wine. She had practised. She had been corrected on glass placement, tray balance, napkin alignment, and the angle at which to approach a seated guest. This was something else. A test of whether she could remain, Tilly, while being scrutinised openly. Whether she could serve under pressure. Whether she could keep her dignity while dressed in a way that made dignity feel elusive.

In the kitchen, she stopped beside the island and placed both hands flat on the cool stone.

Breathe, she told herself.

Her nails clicked faintly.

She opened the fridge and took out the chilled white wine Celia had selected earlier. The bottle felt cold and faintly damp in her hand. She took two glasses from the cupboard, checked them against the light, and set them on the silver tray. For a moment, she saw herself reflected in the polished surface: pink satin bodice, white apron, flushed face, dark hair pinned back by the lace band.

She looked like a maid.

A very pretty one.

That thought made her stomach turn and lift all at once.

She poured carefully. No splash. No overfill. Celia liked a measured pour; Marianne, Tilly suspected, would notice anything untidy and enjoy it. She set the bottle aside, adjusted the glasses on the tray, and lifted it with both hands.

When she returned to the living room, the women were seated. Celia occupied the armchair near the fireplace, posture composed, one leg crossed over the other. Marianne had taken the sofa, leaning back with the lazy confidence of someone who did not need permission to dominate a room. Her black dress rode high on her thigh. She did not bother to adjust it.

Both women turned to look as Tilly entered.

She felt the gaze before she reached them.

“Miss Bloom,” she said, lowering the tray slightly. She remembered. Guest first.

Marianne looked at the wine, then at Tilly’s face. “Very proper,” she said.

Tilly held still.

Marianne took the glass slowly, allowing her fingers to brush Tilly’s as she did. Her eyes remained amused, hard and assessing.

“Thank you, Tilly.”

The name sounded different in her mouth. Less like a gift. More like an object being tested for weight.

Tilly turned to Celia. “Miss Harrow.”

Celia took her glass without touching her hand. Her gaze met Tilly’s only briefly, but the look held instruction. Tilly lowered her eyes. She had just begun to straighten when Marianne leaned forward. Before Tilly understood what was happening, Marianne’s fingers caught the edge of the pink satin skirt.

It was not a rough movement. That somehow made it worse. It was light, almost playful, but deliberate. She lifted the hem just enough to look at the white lace top of the stocking beneath, at the suspender strap disappearing under the layers of underskirt and satin and the panties.

Tilly froze. Her hands tightened around the tray. Marianne grinned. “Oooh la la,” she said, drawing the words out with cruel amusement. “Such a pretty thing.”

Heat surged into Tilly’s face so fiercely she could feel it beneath the makeup. She wanted to step back. She wanted to lower the skirt. She wanted Celia to say something, or not say something, or say anything that would tell her whether this was part of the test or a breach in it. The lace top of her stocking seemed to burn where Marianne had exposed it.

Celia did not move at once.

That made the moment stretch.

Marianne let the skirt fall back into place with a soft rustle.

Tilly stood there, the tray held too tightly, her breath shallow, her eyes lowered because looking at either woman felt impossible.

Then Celia’s voice came, cool and precise.

“Tilly.”

“Yes, Miss Harrow?”

“Tray down.”

Tilly moved at once, grateful for the instruction. She placed the silver tray on the side table with more care than her nerves deserved, then folded her hands in front of her apron.

Marianne took a sip of wine, still smiling. Celia’s gaze remained on Tilly. “Do not crumple,” she said. “A compliment from Miss Bloom is rarely gentle, but it is still a compliment.”

Tilly swallowed.

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

“Say it, Tilly,” demanded Celia.

Tilly curtsied. “Thank you for the compliment, Miss Bloom.”

Tilly’s blush deepened, but she did not move.

Marianne laughed softly into her glass.

“Oh, Celia,” she said. “You really have trained her, haven’t you?”

The evening settled into a pattern after that, and Tilly learned it quickly.

She would leave the room, telling herself she had survived another small humiliation. Then Celia would ring the little brass bell on the side table, and Tilly would have to return, feeling the tug of her stockings, the swish of pink satin around her thighs, the delicate lift of the underskirts, and the heat of being looked at before she had even crossed the threshold.

The first time, it was for napkins.

The second, for another glass of wine.

The third, for no reason Tilly could understand until she entered and found both women waiting with the same quiet amusement.

Marianne leaned back on the sofa, one arm stretched along the cushion, her glass balanced loosely between two fingers. “There she is.”

Tilly stopped near the door. “Did you need something, Miss Bloom?”

Marianne’s eyes moved over her. “Need? No. But I begin to see why Celia keeps finding excuses.”

Celia did not deny it. She sat in the armchair with her legs crossed, a faint smile at her mouth, looking more relaxed than Tilly had ever seen her. The wine had softened something in her, not enough to make her careless, but enough to loosen the hard edges she usually wore like jewellery.

“She is still learning,” Celia said finally.

“Clearly. She still looks as if every room is a danger to her.”

Tilly lowered her eyes. Celia’s voice sharpened slightly. “Eyes up, Tilly. If Miss Bloom is going to inspect you, the least you can do is let her see things properly.”

The words made Tilly’s pulse jump. She lifted her eyes.

Marianne smiled. “Better. Oh, very much better. Pretty little thing when she remembers to obey.”

Tilly’s mouth went dry. “Thank you, Miss Bloom.”

“Listen to that,” Marianne said, turning her glass towards Celia. “So polite. Does she always blush when she says thank you?”

“Not always,” Celia said.

That made Marianne laugh, low and pleased.

Tilly stood still, hands folded over the white lace of her apron. She could feel the blush spreading beneath the makeup. She should have hated it. Part of her did. The part that remembered Tom, the man who would have made a joke, stepped back, found a practical reason to leave the room. But beneath the embarrassment was something else.

Something bright and strange.

Alive.

And it frightened her more than Marianne’s gaze.

Dinner made everything worse.

Celia had Tilly serve properly, not from the kitchen counter, not informally, but as if the evening had been arranged for the purpose of watching her move. Tilly brought the lamb first, then the vegetables, then the salad. She stood at Celia’s side, then Marianne’s, lowering plates, refilling glasses, stepping back, returning. Every motion felt judged. Every correction from Celia seemed sharper because Marianne was there to hear it.

“Not so close to the chair, Tilly.”

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

“Slowly. The skirt needs to move properly. Good girl.”

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

“Wine to Miss Bloom first.”

“Forgive me, Miss Bloom.”

Marianne looked up at her over the rim of her glass. “I might. You look rather sweet.”

Tilly’s hand trembled as she poured. A single drop touched the tablecloth. Celia saw it. Of course she did.

“Tilly.”

The room tightened around her name.

“I’m sorry, Miss Harrow.”

Celia did not shout. That would have been easier. Instead, she dabbed the spot with her napkin and looked at Tilly with cool disappointment.

“Sorry does not absolve you.”

“No, Miss Harrow.”

Marianne rested her chin on her hand, watching. “You do keep her on a short lead.”

“I have to,” Celia said. “She becomes flustered under pressure unfortunately.”

Tilly’s cheeks burned.

“That sounds exhausting,” Marianne said.

“It has its rewards.” The way Celia said it made Tilly almost drop the tray she was carrying. She steadied quickly. Marianne noticed and laughed again.

As the courses moved on, the women’s conversation grew looser. They spoke about people Tilly did not know, old dinners, failed business acquaintances, an architect Marianne claimed had “the moral courage of wet toast”, and a mutual friend who had apparently spent years pretending not to have had work done on her face despite returning from Switzerland “looking like her own niece.”

Celia laughed.

Not the little controlled breath Tilly had heard once or twice in the kitchen. Not the faint movement of the mouth that passed for amusement on ordinary days. She laughed with her head slightly turned, one hand resting near her throat, her eyes bright.

She had never seen Celia like that.

Carefree was not the right word. Celia would never be carefree. But she seemed lighter, as if Marianne had opened a window in a room that Celia normally kept sealed. The sight unsettled Tilly. It made Celia more human, and therefore more dangerous to love.

When Tilly returned with the lemon tart, Marianne was telling a story that had Celia trying and failing to look disapproving.

“And then,” Marianne said, “he asked whether I had read his memoir.”

Celia closed her eyes briefly. “He had a memoir? How frightful.”

“He had a stack of paper and a tragic relationship with adjectives.”

Tilly set the tart down and smiled.

Marianne caught it at once. “Oh, she smiles.”

Celia turned to look at her. “Does she?”

“I saw it. Small, but there. Our little satin creature has opinions.”

Tilly looked at Celia, uncertain whether she was allowed to answer. Celia’s gaze held hers. There was wine in her eyes now, and warmth too, though her voice remained composed. “Well?”

Tilly swallowed. “I was only amused, Miss Harrow.”

“By Marianne?”

“No, Miss Harrow.”

Celia laughed again, softer this time but unmistakable. Marianne tapped the table once in approval. “Good.”

The rebuke made her blush again.

But it also landed somewhere deeper. Someone in there. Not just the maid. Not just the outfit. Not only pink satin and lace and trembling hands. Someone visible enough to be teased, corrected, watched, enjoyed.

Tilly served the tart with more care than the wine.

By then, both women had drunk more than Celia usually allowed herself. Not enough to be foolish, but enough that Marianne’s remarks grew bolder and Celia’s amusement came more easily. They spoke of Tilly openly even when she stood beside the table.

“She has a very nice shape in that dress,” Marianne said, as Tilly refilled her glass.

“She does,” Celia replied.

Tilly’s hand paused.

“Keep pouring,” Celia said.

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

Marianne’s eyes glittered. “You enjoy this, don’t you, Tilly?”

Celia did not rescue her.

The wine bottle felt cold in her hand. “I want to serve well, Miss Bloom.”

“A cautious answer.”

“A trained answer,” Celia said.

“Good girl,” Marianne said.

The words were tossed lightly, almost carelessly. They hit Tilly harder than they should have.

For a moment, the amusement faded from Celia’s face and something more watchful returned. A reminder that, however the evening had been arranged, however much Marianne had been allowed to tease and test, Tilly was not merely an entertainment passed between them.

Celia reached for her glass. “That will do, Marianne.”

Marianne lifted both hands in mock surrender. “There she is.”

“Who?”

“The woman who pretends she hasn’t become attached.”

Tilly stood beside the table, unable to move. Celia drank, then set the glass down with deliberate care. “You came for dinner, not analysis.”

“I came for both. I came because you invited me to see your new pretty thing dressed in pink satin.” Tilly’s breath caught. Celia’s gaze flicked towards her. Marianne leaned back, satisfied with the effect. “And I must say, she has not been a disappointment.”

Celia’s tone cooled. “Tilly, clear the plates.”

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

Tilly moved at once, grateful to be doing something. She gathered the dessert plates, carried them to the kitchen and set them down beside the sink. Her hands trembled now. She gripped the edge of the counter and stared at the reflection in the microwave's dark glass.

Her humiliation had not crushed her.

That was the strange thing.

It had lit something.

Not because Marianne was unkind. Not because Celia had been sterner. But because every blush, every correction, every appraising remark had forced Tilly into some quietly emerging part of herself. She could not drift, could not hide, could not explain it away as domestic service. She was being seen as Celia’s maid, and however cruelly Marianne smiled, she was accepted as such.

Tilly touched the edge of her skirt. The fabric shimmered under her fingers. From the dining room came Celia’s laugh again, lower this time, followed by Marianne’s voice, amused and intimate.

Tilly closed her eyes briefly. Then she straightened her apron, lifted the coffee tray, and went back in.

When Tilly returned with the coffee tray, Celia and Marianne had moved from the dining room to the living room.

They were sitting together on the sofa now, close enough for the shift in atmosphere to be obvious. Celia had one arm along the back cushion, her posture looser than usual, her dark dress catching the lamplight at the knee. Marianne sat angled towards her, one leg crossed over the other, the short black dress pulled tight across her thigh. The two women looked comfortable together.

The living room was more softly lit than the dining area. The lamps were low. The garden beyond the glass was black except for the small squares of light Celia had built into the paving.

Tilly carried the tray carefully. Her feet ached in the pink high heels, and the short satin skirt shifted with every step. She could feel the lace tops of her stockings beneath the hem, the tug of the garter straps, the weight in her chest under the fitted bodice. The silver drops in her ears moved slightly as she lowered the tray to the low table.

“Coffee, Miss Bloom.”

Marianne accepted hers with a smile that still held too much amusement.

“Such a pretty little thing.”

Tilly lowered her eyes. “Thank you, Miss Bloom.”

“And mine,” Celia said.

Tilly turned, placed the cup and saucer before her, and took half a step back. The proper distance. Not so near that she hovered, not so far that she seemed eager to escape.

“Will that be all, Miss Harrow?”

Celia laughed. Not loudly, but enough to make Tilly look up before she could stop herself.

“No,” Celia said. “I don’t think so.”

Marianne’s eyes flicked towards her, and something passed between the two women. A private decision, perhaps, or merely the continuation of one already made. Tilly’s hands folded over her apron. Celia lifted her coffee cup, took a slow sip, then nodded towards the far side of the room.

“Go to the sound system.”

Tilly turned her head. Celia’s sound system was almost invisible unless you knew where to look, set into the shelving near the wall, all dark glass and discreet lights.

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

“Put on some music.”

“What sort of music, Miss Harrow?”

Celia’s gaze settled on her over the rim of the cup.

“Something soft. Something one might dance to.”

Tilly felt heat begin to return to her face. It seemed unfair that she should still be able to blush after the evening she had endured. Surely there ought to be a limit, some point at which the body surrendered and stopped betraying her.

There was not.

She curtsied. “Very good, Miss Harrow.”

Her heels clicked across the floor as she crossed to the shelves. She was aware of the women watching her from behind. That awareness changed every step. She tried not to hurry, tried not to let the skirt sway too nervously, tried not to catch her heel or brush the furniture. The sound system woke beneath her careful fingers. The nails made the small controls awkward, and for one awful second, she nearly selected a radio station.

Marianne gave a soft laugh from the sofa.

She found one of Celia’s playlists at last. Quiet jazz, perhaps, or something with a slow beat and a low, warm rhythm. The first notes slipped into the room, filling the space between furniture and breath.

Tilly turned back. Celia and Marianne were both watching her.

Marianne leaned into the sofa, coffee untouched now. “There. Now dance for us.”

The words reached Tilly and stopped her where she stood. Dance. Not walk. Not serve. Not curtsey. Not pour. Dance.

Her hands moved to her apron, then stilled. Celia had corrected that enough times. She could feel the pink satin bodice snug around her chest, the underskirts beneath the short skirt, the stockings, the heels. Every part of the outfit had been chosen to make her visible. She had known that. She had not understood how little protection remained once there was nothing practical to hide.

Tilly glanced at Celia. Celia’s expression was bright with wine and command, but not careless. She was watching too closely for that.

“You heard Miss Bloom.”

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

Tilly stepped away from the shelves and into the open part of the living room.

For a moment, she could not move.

The music was slow. Not difficult. Not fast enough to make refusal plausible. She lifted one foot, then the other, making a small turn, her hands awkwardly held near her waist. The satin skirt swayed a little, but her body remained stiff. Her shoulders were too tight. The heels made her movements careful in the wrong way. She felt like a person imitating a dance she had once seen through a window.

Marianne did not bother hiding her amusement.

“Oh, Celia.”

Celia set her cup down with a click. “No.”

Tilly stopped at once.

Celia’s voice sharpened. “Not like that.”

Tilly swallowed. “I’m sorry, Miss Harrow.”

“Don’t apologise. Move.”

Marianne laughed quietly.

Celia leaned forward, eyes fixed on Tilly. “You are not carrying a tray now. You are not cleaning glass. You are not asking the floor for permission. Move your hips. Feel the music, girl.”

Girl. The word struck her through the satin. Tilly looked down at herself, then back at Celia.

Celia did not soften. “Again.”

The music continued. Tilly began again.

At first, it was worse because now she was thinking about every part of herself. Hips, shoulders, hands, knees, heels, skirt, stockings, the short hem, the women on the sofa. Her body felt awkward as if there was no place to hide. She shifted her weight to one side, then the other. The heels forced her upright. The skirt moved. The underskirts gave a soft whisper beneath it.

“Less stiffness,” Celia said.

Tilly tried.

“Not your shoulders. Your hips.”

Marianne tilted her head. “She’s terrified of enjoying it.”

Tilly’s eyes flashed towards her before she could stop them.

Marianne smiled. “There she is.”

Celia’s tone lowered. “Tilly.”

Tilly looked back.

“Listen to the music. Let go and don’t panic.”

That was the first instruction that helped.

Tilly closed her eyes briefly, though she knew she should not. She let the rhythm reach her before deciding what to do with it. Slow. Warm. Not demanding. She shifted her weight again, this time allowing her hips to follow. The satin skirt answered. The movement travelled through her waist, through the bodice, through the soft weight at her chest. Her hands lifted slightly, then settled, one grazing the edge of her skirt.

The movement was still a little awkward.

But less false.

She turned, slowly. The skirt swayed out and settled. The lace at the hem brushed her stockings. Her heels clicked softly in time with the music. She tried another step, smaller, letting one hip shift before the other. A blush burned across her face, but beneath it something loosened.

The women were still watching.

Celia sat back, her expression changed now. Not laughing.There was something like hunger in her attention, restrained but no longer hidden as well as she probably thought because of the wine. Marianne saw it too. Of course she did.

“Better,” Marianne said. “Much better.”

Tilly heard her, but the words came from farther away now.

The room had narrowed to music, satin and movement. The fear did not disappear. It changed temperature. It became part of the dance, part of the careful sway of her hips, part of the soft rustle of underskirts. She was still embarrassed, still aware of every inch of herself, but the awareness no longer felt like exposure alone.

Celia’s voice came again, quieter.

“That’s it.”

Tilly opened her eyes.

Celia was watching her as if the room had disappeared.

The look went through Tilly more deeply than Marianne’s teasing, more deeply than the compliments, the corrections, the lifted hem, the word pretty. Celia was not merely watching her maid perform. She was seeing something she wanted and maybe feared wanting.

Tilly kept moving. Softly now.

The music played on, and for a little while the living room stopped being a test and became a place where Tilly’s body belonged to itself in front of them. The pink satin shimmered under the lamps. Her hair moved against her cheek. Her earrings caught the light. Her heels forced each step into shape.

Then Celia spoke.

“That will do.”

The words stopped Tilly more abruptly than she expected. She stilled, breath slightly uneven, hands at her sides, cheeks warm.

Marianne gave a slow little clap, two fingers against her palm. “Very pretty.”

Tilly lowered her eyes. “Thank you, Miss Bloom.”

Celia picked up her coffee, but did not drink it. “Go and clean the kitchen, Tilly.”

The instruction fell back into the room like the return of order.

For a second, Tilly felt something drop inside her. She did not know whether it was disappointment or relief. Perhaps both.

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

She gave another curtsey, careful despite the quickness of her breath, and turned towards the hall.

As she walked away, the music continued behind her. Soft. Slow. Intimate. The women’s voices lowered again on the sofa, Marianne’s laugh threading through the room as Tilly moved towards the kitchen in pink satin, her body still remembering the rhythm long after she had been dismissed.

Marianne Bloom left just after midnight.

By then, the music had been lowered to something barely above a murmur, and the house had taken on that strange late-evening quality where every lamp seemed warmer and every shadow more deliberate. Tilly had finished the kitchen, cleaned the counters, wiped the hob, stacked the dishwasher, polished the sink and checked the floor twice. The lamb dishes were away. The tart plate had been wrapped. The glasses had been washed by hand because Celia disliked dishwasher marks on good crystal.

Still, she could hear them in the living room.

Not every word. Just the shape of the evening continuing without her. Marianne’s low laugh. Celia’s lighter answer. The soft sound of a glass being set down. Once, a pause long enough to make Tilly look towards the doorway with her cloth held still in her hand.

She did not go in.

She had been dismissed to clean, and so she cleaned.

That, apparently, was what she was now.

Not merely dressed. Not merely displayed. Useful again after being made visible. A maid in pink satin, cleaning a modern kitchen while two women sat in the next room discussing her as if she were both person and object, servant and prize.

When the living room door finally opened, Tilly straightened at once. She had been wiping the island for the third time, though unlike the wine glass earlier, there was at least a smudge this time.

Marianne appeared first, one hand resting lightly against the doorway. Her lipstick had softened at the edges and there was colour in her cheeks, but she still looked imposing, perhaps more so for being slightly less controlled. Her hard face had warmed, though not softened. The large eyes found Tilly immediately.

“There she is,” Marianne said. “Still pink. Still standing. Remarkable.”

Tilly folded the cloth neatly and set it beside the sink. “May I fetch your coat, Miss Bloom?”

“You may.”

Celia came behind her, slower, composed but with the faint looseness of wine and amusement still about her. Her gaze travelled over the kitchen before it settled on Tilly. The inspection took perhaps two seconds, but Tilly felt every part of it.

She followed Marianne into the hallway, where the mirror caught them both: Marianne in black, severe and expensive; Tilly in pink satin, white lace, full makeup, heels, hairband, earrings and a blush that seemed to have survived the whole evening as if determined to become part of the outfit.

Tilly lifted Marianne’s coat.

She held it carefully, waiting while Marianne turned her back. Helping a guest into a coat should have been simple. Yet after the evening, every act of service had a sharper edge. Tilly lifted the coat to Marianne’s shoulders, guiding one arm, then the other, smoothing the collar without touching more than necessary.

Marianne watched her in the mirror.

“You learn quickly, girl.”

Tilly’s fingers paused at the collar.

“Thank you, Miss Bloom.”

Tilly lowered her hands. Marianne turned. For a moment, she stood close enough that Tilly could smell wine, perfume and cold night air waiting beyond the door.

“Celia will be difficult,” Marianne said. Tilly looked at her, startled. Marianne’s mouth curved. “Oh, don’t look so shocked. You must have noticed.”

Tilly did not know what answer was safe, so she stayed quiet

Marianne seemed not to require one. Celia stepped forward. “Enough advice for one evening, my darling Marianne.”

Marianne smiled, and for the first time that evening, there was something almost affectionate beneath the cruelty of her face. “You always did prefer your lovers silent.”

Celia’s expression shifted. “Goodnight, Marianne.”

Marianne leaned in and kissed Celia on both cheeks, but the second kiss lingered a fraction longer, old friendship folded into the gesture. When she drew back, her eyes moved from Celia to Tilly, then back again.

“Take care with this one,” she said.

Celia’s voice was cool. “I intend to.”

“No,” Marianne said. “I mean take care of her.”

The words stayed in the hallway. Tilly felt them like a hand at the back of her neck. Celia did not answer at once. Then she opened the front door. “Goodnight.”

Marianne stepped onto the threshold, laughing softly.

“Goodnight, pretty maid.”

Tilly curtsied automatically, hands liftint the edge of her short satin skirt.

“Goodnight, Miss Bloom.”

Marianne’s eyes glinted with approval. Then she was gone. Celia closed the door. The click of the lock sounded louder than it should have.

For several seconds, the hallway held still around them. The house had changed again. The outside world was shut away. Marianne’s voice, her sharp eyes, the cruel little compliments, the laughter, the public humiliation of the evening, all of it seemed to remain in the air like perfume after someone had left a room.

Tilly stood with her hands folded, waiting.

Celia turned.

Whatever softness had been in her face during Marianne’s farewell had gone. Not entirely. Tilly could still see traces of the wine, the laughter, the late hour. But Celia’s authority had returned cleanly, almost severely.

“Kitchen,” she said.

Tilly’s stomach tightened.

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

She walked ahead, aware of Celia behind her. Her feet ached, and the pink satin skirt brushed her thighs with every step. The stocking tops, which Marianne had exposed earlier, seemed impossible to forget.

In the kitchen, Tilly stopped beside the island.

Celia did not speak at once.

She inspected.

Not as a guest might glance around, not as someone admiring a tidy room, but as Celia Harrow inspecting her house and the maid who had been entrusted with it. She crossed to the sink first, ran one finger along the edge, checked the tap, then the draining board. She opened the dishwasher, looked at the arrangement inside, and closed it again. She examined the hob, the oven front, the polished steel of the fridge, the table by the glass doors, the folded cloth beside the sink.

Tilly’s hands tightened in front of her apron.

Celia noticed but continued.

She checked the glasses on the shelf.

The silence was worse than criticism.

At last, she returned to the island.

“The kitchen is acceptable.”

Tilly straightened. “Thank you, Miss Harrow.”

Celia came closer.

The kitchen lights caught the pink satin and turned it soft at the edges. Tilly could see them both reflected in the dark glass doors again: Celia in her dark dress, controlled again; Tilly in pink, flushed, tired, and still somehow excited beneath the exhaustion.

Celia circled her slowly.

The dress. The apron. The hem. The stockings. The shoes. The earrings. The hairband. The makeup, still neat despite the heat in her cheeks and the long evening.

Tilly stayed still.

At her back, Celia paused.

The apron bow shifted under Celia’s fingers as she adjusted it. Not because it needed adjusting, Tilly thought. Because Celia wanted to mark the end of the inspection with touch.

Her expression was difficult to read. Severe, yes. But not cold. Not exactly. There was something else beneath it, something held deliberately down.

“You were frightened when she arrived.”

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

“You blushed when she inspected you.”

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

“You trembled when you poured the wine.”

Tilly swallowed. “Yes, Miss Harrow.”

“You danced badly at first.”

Tilly’s face grew hot again. “Yes, Miss Harrow.”

“And then less badly.”

The correction was almost kind.

“Thank you, Miss Harrow.”

Celia studied her for a moment. “You cleaned the kitchen properly after being dismissed.”

“Yes, Miss Harrow.”

“You did not sulk.”

“No, Miss Harrow.”

“You did not hide.”

Tilly’s throat tightened.

“No, Miss Harrow.”

Celia stepped closer.

Now there was very little space between them.

“Now,” she said, her voice low and controlled, “you understand what is expected of you.”

Tilly looked at her.

“Yes, Miss Harrow,” she said.


Chapter 10: Shopping with Miss Harrow

Tilly was running down a corridor in her dream.

It went on forever, narrow and dark, with polished wooden floors that reflected the light from chandeliers hanging too far above her head. The walls were lined with mirrors, each one catching a flash of pink satin as she ran. Her maid’s skirt swished around her thighs, underskirts rustling wildly, heels striking the floor in sharp panicked clicks.

She knew she was supposed to move gracefully. Celia had told her often enough. Shorter steps. Hips under her. Shoulders down. Do not fight the shoes. Do not let the skirt chase you.

Unfortunately, none of Celia’s instructions had covered fleeing for one’s life from a hundred Marianne Blooms.

They came behind her in a black-dressed crowd, all with the same hard face, the same large eyes, the same cruel little smile. Their heels struck the floor in perfect unison. Click, click, click. Not hurried, which made it worse. They did not need to run. They knew Tilly would trip eventually.

“There she is,” they called, voices overlapping. “My pretty, pretty maid.”

Tilly tried to lift her skirt and run faster, but the satin slipped through her fingers. The corridor lengthened. A door appeared at the far end, lit from beneath by a warm golden line. Celia would be behind it, surely. Celia would open it, raise one eyebrow, and say something severe  to save her.

Tilly reached for the handle.

The door opened by itself.

Behind it stood Marianne Bloom in a pink satin apron.

“Well?” she said.

Tilly woke with a start, sitting halfway upright in bed, one hand clutching the duvet and the other pressed to her chest. For several seconds, she did not know where she was.

Then the room returned.

Her room at the top of Celia’s townhouse. Pale morning light at the curtains. The dressing table with its tidy arrangement of brushes, skincare, makeup and nail things. The chair where her pink maid uniform had been folded the evening before. Her black maid’s dress hanging from the wardrobe door.

Her heart was still racing.

Then she saw Celia.

She was standing at the foot of the bed.

Tilly made a sound that was not quite a scream, but would not have impressed anyone hoping for elegance. Celia looked unmoved. She wore a soft cream jumper and dark trousers, her hair already smooth, her face composed in the way that suggested the day had been considered before Tilly had opened her eyes.

Tilly pressed one hand to her throat. “You’re standing at the end of my bed.”

“I knocked.”

“I was being pursued by multiple Miss Blooms.”

Celia raised an eyebrow and actually smiled. “She has that effect on people.”

Tilly blinked. “Did I do something wrong? Am I late?”

Tilly let herself fall back against the pillows, mortified and relieved in equal measure. Her body still held the memory of the dream: running, heels, mirrors, the echo of that voice calling her pretty maid.

“Today is a day off,” said Celia.

Tilly looked at her.

The words did not make sense at first. Not in this room. Not after last night. Not with the maid dresses hanging nearby, the echo of Marianne’s laughter still somewhere in the house, and Celia standing there as if she had arrived to issue instructions that would carry Tilly further into service.

“A day off?” Tilly repeated.

“Yes.”

“From what?”

“From formal service.”

“Why?”

“Because after last night, if I simply put you back into uniform and have you polish glass until dinner, you will start believing that endurance is all you need. Besides, you need some sort of reward for managing Marianne last night.”

Tilly looked down at the duvet. She was wearing the soft silk nightdress, her newly growing breasts peaking out through the material.  Celia came around the side of the bed but did not sit. She picked up the robe from the chair and laid it across the mattress.

“You will shower. You will dress in the grey skirt and white silk blouse. Proper lingerie beneath. Low heels, I think. Light makeup. Your hair neat. Then you will join me downstairs for breakfast.”

Tilly touched the edge of the robe. “As Tilly?”

Celia looked at her as if the question mattered more than the clothes.

“Yes. As Tilly.”

The room was quiet for a moment. No maid’s uniform. No apron. No formal service. No role to hide inside, even if the role was beautiful. Grey skirt and white silk blouse. Something feminine, but ordinary enough to be worn beyond the house. Tilly would not be Celia’s maid for breakfast. Not exactly.

“And after breakfast?” she asked.

Celia’s gaze remained steady.

“Then we will go shopping.”

Tilly stared at her. “Shopping.”

“Yes.”

“In public?”

“That is generally where shops are kept.”

Tilly ignored that. “For what?”

“For you.”

The answer struck more sharply than expected.

Tilly’s hand tightened around the robe. “For me?”

“Yes. Clothes that are not uniforms. Shoes that are not for training. Underwear you choose rather than merely accept as given to you. Perhaps a handbag or two, if you can be trusted not to look apologetic.”

Tilly should have smiled.

She did, a little.

Fear came with it.

“I don’t know how.”

“Shop? Or look apologetic.”

“Be out. Like that. Not as a maid. Not answering the door. Not in a salon where everyone already knows. Just...” She looked towards the window, where London waited beyond the glass in all its careless size. “Out.”

Celia’s voice softened. “I know.”

Tilly looked at her.

Celia did not offer reassurance cheaply. That had become one of the ways Tilly trusted her.

“You will not be alone,” Celia said.

“No.”

“And you will not be displayed for someone else’s amusement today.”

The words carried last night inside them.

Tilly lowered her eyes. “Was I?”

Celia was silent for a beat.

“Partly.”

Celia’s mouth tightened slightly, as if the admission had edges. “Marianne can be cruel. I allowed too much because I wanted to see whether you could bear it. And because...” She stopped.

“Because?”

“Because I enjoyed seeing you admired.”

Tilly’s face warmed.

“That is not an excuse,” Celia said.

“No.”

“It is a confession.”

Tilly held her gaze. “All right.”

Celia seemed to accept that as more than forgiveness and less than an absolution.

“Today is different,” she said. “No Marianne. No guest. No test in front of an audience. You and I will buy things that belong to Tilly’s life outside of service.”

Tilly had not realised until that moment how much she had needed those words and how much they frightened her. Service had shape. Uniform had meaning. Rules made the day manageable. Outside service, Tilly had to discover whether she existed when she was not being corrected, admired, ordered or tested.

Celia stepped back towards the foot of the bed.

“Breakfast in thirty minutes.”

Tilly sat in bed for a while after she had gone.

The dream still clung at the edges, full of corridors and mirrors and Marianne’s severe face multiplied into absurdity. But the room was bright now, and the fear had changed into something else.

She pushed back the duvet and stood. At the wardrobe, the maid dresses waited: black satin, pink satin, white lace, bows, underskirts, aprons. They were beautiful. They had power. They had given shape to something she could not have faced nakedly.

But beside them hung the grey skirt and white silk blouse.

Quiet. Elegant. Feminine without subservience sewn into every seam. Tilly touched the blouse first. It was soft and feminine.

For the first time that morning, she felt fully awake.

When Tilly appeared downstairs in the grey skirt and white silk blouse, with pale satin lingerie beneath, stockings, low black heels and makeup soft enough for morning, she felt different. Her hair had been brushed into a gentle shape, one side pinned back, the rest falling neatly around her face. She had checked herself in the mirror three times before pushing herself out the door.

Celia looked up from the island.

For a moment, her gaze moved over Tilly with the old precision. Blouse, skirt, shoes, hair, face, posture. Then she seemed to set the inspection aside.

“Coffee?” Celia asked.

Celia rose, took two cups from the cupboard and prepared the coffee herself. Tilly stood awkwardly beside the island, hands folded, uncertain what to do with a morning in which she was not expected to serve.

“Sit down,” Celia said.

Tilly did.

The skirt made sitting easier than the maid uniform, but it still required care. She smoothed it beneath her, knees together, heels placed neatly under the stool. Celia noticed. time, however, she did not correct or praise. She only set coffee in front of Tilly and pushed a plate of toast over.

“Eat.”

Tilly gave her a look.

Celia’s mouth moved. “Please.”

They ate with the morning light spreading across the kitchen floor and the glass doors open slightly to the garden. Somewhere beyond the wall, London had already begun its Saturday noise: traffic, voices, a dog objecting to the day. Tilly felt oddly exposed without the apron. There was nothing formal to hide inside.

Celia sat opposite her, drinking coffee and pretending not to watch.

They took the day like two women who had claimed they were going for a sensible look at clothes and then somehow found themselves in three department stores, two boutiques, a lingerie salon, a shoe department, and a small café where Tilly had to sit beside a window while wearing a new cream cardigan over her blouse because Celia had decided the grey outfit was “a little severe for lunch.”

The first department store was the most frightening.

Not because anyone stared. Tilly had braced for stares, whispers, the sudden collapsing of the entire public world. Instead, the doors opened into perfume, glass counters, polished floors and ordinary shoppers who cared far more about their own Saturday than about Celia Harrow walking in with a nervous young woman in a grey skirt.

A woman. That was how the sales assistant treated her.

“Can I help you ladies with anything today?”

Ladies.

Tilly felt the word strike like a thunderbolt.

Tilly swallowed. “We’re looking for dresses.”

The assistant smiled. “Any particular occasion?”

Tilly’s mind emptied. Celia stepped in then, but lightly. “A new wardrobe. Day dresses, eveningwear, and some separates. Feminine, elegant, nothing cheap-looking. She is still learning what suits her.”

The assistant looked at Tilly with professional warmth, not curiosity. “How exciting.”

They began with dresses.

Celia chose too quickly. That was one of the first things Tilly noticed. She moved through racks with ruthless certainty, pulling out shapes and colours as if she had been waiting for permission to dress Tilly beyond the maid’s role. Navy wrap dress. Soft green day dress. Cream knitted dress. Black evening dress, modest at the front but elegant at the waist. Pale pink summer dress that made Tilly’s stomach tighten because it was pretty in a way no uniform could explain.

Tilly held the hangers across her arm and felt increasingly unreal.

The changing room was worse.

A sales assistant showed them into a large fitting room with a padded bench, soft lighting and a mirror that had clearly been designed to flatter women who had already made peace with their looks. Celia came in with her because the assistant assumed she would, and Tilly did not know how to say whether she wanted that or not.

Celia closed the door. “Too much?”

Tilly undressed carefully, aware of Celia turning slightly away without leaving. The white silk blouse came off, then the grey skirt. She stood in satin lingerie and stockings, not the full arrangement of the maid outfit but feminine enough that the sight of herself in the mirror no longer shocked her, only made her quieter.

The navy dress went on first.

It wrapped around her body with surprising kindness, crossing over the chest, drawing in at the waist, falling just below the knee. Celia tied the side because Tilly’s fingers fumbled with the knot.

When Tilly turned to the mirror, she did not see a maid.

That was the shock.

She saw a woman out in town. Not to serve. Not to be inspected. Just going somewhere in a navy dress, with styled hair and soft lipstick and a nervousness that did not undo the effect. Celia stood behind her, watching the mirror.

“Well?” she asked.

Tilly touched the fabric at her waist. “It like it.”

Celia’s eyes met hers in the glass. “I suspect you’ll like anything. You need to learn a critical eye.” Then she said, “We’ll take it.”

The green dress made her look softer. The cream knitted dress made Celia frown and say, “No, too quiet,” which Tilly found insulting on the dress's behalf. The black evening dress made both of them fall silent.

It fitted properly, skimmed the waist, opened slightly at the throat and made Tilly’s face look more refined. The dark colour drew attention to her skin, her hair, the new shape of her brows, the faint fullness at her lips.

Celia looked away first.

Tilly saw.

“You like this one.”

“Yes.”

Celia’s gaze returned to her in the mirror.

The day had loosened something. Perhaps it was being in public and feeling quite at home all of a sudden. Perhaps it was trying on clothes that belonged to Tilly rather than to a silly little maid.

Celia stepped closer and adjusted the shoulder seam.

“I like it,” she said. “Because you look beautiful in it.”

Tilly’s face warmed. The answer made her stomach squirm a little.

They took the black dress too.

By the time they reached shoes, Tilly had begun to understand why women needed chairs in shops. Not because they were fragile, but because shopping involved more physical labour than many professions. She had tried on dresses, skirts, blouses, cardigans, a soft ivory coat, two pairs of trousers that Celia rejected for reasons of cut, and one blouse Tilly rejected because it made her feel like someone’s aunt preparing to complain about parking.

Shoes were worse.

Celia bought her low black heels for ordinary days, nude court shoes, soft ballet flats, ankle boots, and one pair of pink heels that Tilly said were unnecessary and then held in her hands too long.

Celia noticed.

“Try them.”

“They’re impractical.”

“So are many pleasant things.”

“They’re pink.”

“Yes.”

“I already have pink heels.”

“For a maid’s dress.”

Tilly looked at her.

Celia’s tone softened. “These are yours.”

The lingerie shop came last, after lunch, because Celia said a woman should not buy underwear while faint with hunger and Tilly did not know whether that was advice or doctrine. The salon was discreet, tucked on a side street, all soft carpets and quiet voices. Tilly nearly panicked at the door.

Inside, the assistant was kind, professional and entirely unfazed. Celia stayed close but did not answer for her. That mattered. Tilly chose satin sets in cream, blush and black. More stockings. A suspender belt that was prettier than practical. Two slips. A soft nightdress that she touched and then pretended not to want until Celia quietly added it to the pile.

The whirlwind became almost comic by late afternoon.

Bags multiplied.

Designer bags. Tissue paper. Boxes. Hangers folded into protective covers. Dresses, skirts, blouses, lingerie, shoes, stockings, the ivory coat, a handbag Celia insisted was necessary even though it wasn’t.

They came home in a taxi because even Celia had to admit defeat before the volume of purchases. The driver glanced at the bags, then at them, and asked whether they had left anything in London for other people to buy.

Celia said, “Very little of value.”

Tilly laughed before she could stop herself. It was the kind of laugh she had not expected to have in public. Light, tired, real.

At the townhouse, the taxi pulled up beside the black railings. Celia got out first. Tilly followed, careful with the grey skirt, then began gathering bags. There were too many. The taxi driver helped unload them onto the step, and for a moment, the front of Celia Harrow’s immaculate house looked like a fashion department had opened up on the street.

Tilly stood among the bags, breathless.

Celia looked at the collection, then at her.

“Well,” she said. “That got out of hand.”

Tilly stared at her.

Then both of them laughed. It was such a strange sound on Celia’s doorstep that Mrs Lang from next door opened her front door halfway, saw the bags, saw Tilly, saw Celia laughing, and lifted one eyebrow.

“Successful morning?” she called.

“Disastrous,” Celia replied.

Mrs Lang withdrew without further comment.

Inside, the hallway filled with bags. Celia locked the door, and the house seemed to receive them back differently. Not mistress and maid returning from some secret errand. Not landlady and lodger arguing over debt.

Tilly touched the handle of one bag.

“Where do we put all this?”

Celia removed her coat and hung it up. “Your room, mostly.”

“My room won’t hold it.”

“Then we make room.”

“For clothes?”

“For you.”

Tilly looked at her. The words had been said in a practical, almost careless way, which made them more important in that moment.

Celia turned away before Tilly could make too much of them. “Tea first. Then we sort.”

“Am I making it?”

Celia glanced back.

“Do you want to?”

Tilly considered the question.

The day off had not ended the part of her that wanted to serve. If anything, it had made it clearer. Service without choice could become laborious. Service chosen, after a day of being dressed for herself, felt different. Important.

“Yes,” she said. “I’d like to.”

Celia’s face softened.

“Then tea would be lovely.”

Tilly went to the kitchen in the grey skirt and white silk blouse, bags crowding the hallway behind her, the new pink heels waiting in a box somewhere among dresses and tissue. She filled the kettle, took out the cups and smiled privately at the reflection in the glass.

By the time they carried the last of the bags upstairs, the day had begun move into evening.

The windows reflected the room back at her. Beyond them, London had softened into lights and dark rooftops, the sky no longer blue but not quite black. Tilly’s feet ached, her head buzzed, and her cheeks still hurt a little from smiling too much.

She stood in the middle of her room surrounded by bags, boxes, tissue paper and folded possibility. Dresses lay across the bed. Shoes waited in their boxes at the foot of it. Blouses, skirts, stockings, lingerie, slips, a cardigan, the ivory coat, the handbag. Things bought for her. Not for a maid’s role, not for a single scene, not for serving dinner under Marianne Bloom’s severe eyes. For Tilly.

Celia stood in the doorway and looked at the cheerful disaster.

“I may have underestimated the storage problem.”

Tilly turned to her. “You?”

“It happens once or twice a decade. Don’t become sentimental.”

“I’ll try to control myself.”

Celia’s gaze moved across the bags. “Put away what you can. We’ll deal with the rest tomorrow.”

“We?”

“Yes.”

That one small word warmed her. Celia noticed. Her face softened, but only briefly.

“I’ll be downstairs.”

Tilly nodded. “Thank you. For today.”

Celia left her then, and Tilly began. At first she tried to be organised. Dresses on hangers. Shoes in boxes. Lingerie folded into the top drawer. Blouses separated from skirts. Stockings placed properly. Receipts left in their envelopes because Celia would undoubtedly want them. The handbag on the chair, though it looked important enough to need its own place.

Very quickly, the wardrobe gave up.

It had been made for Tom’s life. A decent number of shirts. A few jumpers. Two suits, rarely worn and badly chosen. Jeans. Coats. It had not been built for satin, silk, soft knits, dresses that needed room to breathe, heels that could not simply be thrown into the bottom and lingerie too pretty to be crushed under socks.

Tilly opened the wardrobe, tried to rearrange things, and found herself laughing.

There was no room.

That should have been a problem. Instead, joy rose in her so fast she had to sit on the bed before it made her foolish. She looked at the clothes around her and pressed both hands to her mouth, careful of the lipstick still lingering from the day.

There was no room because her life had expanded.

Tom’s room had been tidy because Tom had not taken up much space. He had kept his belongings practical, neutral, and easy to move. Nothing too bright. Nothing too specific. Nothing that might require explanation. He had lived as if prepared to apologise for owning anything.

Tilly’s clothes refused to be apologetic.

The green dress wanted hanging space. The black evening dress demanded it. The pink heels glowed in tissue paper like a promise. The lingerie sets lay in pale layers across the bed, too intimate and beautiful to be treated casually. The white silk blouse she had worn that day hung over the chair, catching the lamplight with a soft sheen.

A knock came at the door.

Not the brisk knock of Celia arriving with a correction. Softer. Still firm enough to be Celia, but carrying something beneath it.

“Yes?”

Celia entered carrying a black bin bag.

The joy in Tilly’s chest faltered.

Celia stood just inside the doorway with the folded bag in one hand, her expression more serious than it should have been after the day of shopping.

Tilly looked from the bag to Celia’s face. She knew. She knew before Celia spoke. The drawer on the left side of the wardrobe seemed suddenly louder than everything else in the room. Tom’s clothes were still there, folded neatly, holding their place while silk and satin crowded around them.

Celia laid the bin bag on the chair.

“It is time to make a decision.”

Tilly’s mouth went dry.

No explanation was necessary. No long speech. No lecture about leaving the past behind. Celia was too intelligent for that and too careful, perhaps, after all they had said. She was not ordering. The bag was not command enough to make it simple.

Tilly looked at the drawer.

She smoothed the skirt of the grey outfit she still wore. “You’re not going to tell me what would please you?”

Celia stepped back towards the door.

“I’ll leave you alone.”

Tilly almost asked her to stay. The request rose quickly, hot and childish. Stay and tell me. Stay and make it easier. Stay so I can do this under your eyes and pretend obedience is my superpower.

The door closed softly.

Tilly stood alone with the bin bag.

For a while, she did not move. Outside, the city shifted into night. A car passed. Someone laughed distantly, then faded. The house settled around her in small clicks and breaths.

Tilly crossed to the wardrobe and opened the drawer. Tom’s clothes looked innocent. That made it worse.

Grey T-shirts. White shirts. Jeans. Black socks. A navy jumper worn soft at the elbows. Underwear folded in practical stacks. A belt. A tie from a wedding he had attended two years ago and barely remembered because he had spent most of it helping the bride’s brother find the missing rings.

She touched the jumper first. It had been comfortable. She remembered wearing it at the kitchen island, avoiding Celia’s eyes, apologising for late rent, shrinking inside fabric that asked nothing and revealed less.

One by one, she lifted the clothes from the drawer.

The shirts went first. Then the T-shirts. Jeans. Socks. Underwear. The navy jumper last. She folded each item before placing it in the bin bag, which felt absurd and necessary. Not throwing. Not tearing. Not rage. A careful removal. A decision made with respect.

When the drawer was empty, she looked at it for a long moment. Then she placed the new lingerie inside. Cream satin. Blush. Black. Folded stockings. A slip. The drawer looked transformed.

Tilly tied the bin bag loosely, not with final violence but enough that nothing slipped out, and lifted it. It was heavier than she expected. She carried it downstairs.

The house was dim. Celia had left the hallway lights low and the kitchen dark except for one lamp by the glass doors. Tilly paused at the bottom of the stairs, half expecting Celia to appear.

She did not.

The front door opened with the familiar soft weight. Cool night air touched her face at once, lifting the hair near her cheek. She stepped outside onto the front path. The street was quiet, lined with parked cars and lit windows. Somewhere a television murmured behind curtains. The world had no idea what she was carrying.

The outside bins stood discreetly behind the little side gate. Tilly opened the gate, lifted the lid of the waste bin, and stopped.

There was still time.

A ridiculous thought, but real. She could take the bag back upstairs. Keep the clothes in the bottom of the wardrobe. Tell herself they were practical, necessary, sensible. A person did not abandon a whole life in one evening.

She placed the bag inside.

The lid closed with a dull, ordinary sound.

Tilly stood there for a few breaths.

She was wearing the grey skirt and white silk blouse, low heels, stockings, soft makeup, her earrings catching the streetlight. Not the maid’s uniform. Not the full satin declaration. Just Tilly, outside, having put Tom’s clothes in the bin because she did not need him anymore.

A strange calm settled over her.

When she returned inside, the hallway felt warmer. She closed the door quietly, locked it, and went upstairs. Her bedroom door was ajar.

She was certain she had closed it. For a moment, she stood still. Then she pushed it open.

The room had changed.

The bags were still there, though neater now. Some had been moved from the bed to the chair, some stacked by the wardrobe. The drawer remained open where she had left it, now showing the pale satin lingerie folded inside.

On the bed lay a garment.

She knew Celia had placed it there.

A sheer white silk babydoll and matching panties.

They were arranged neatly on the duvet, delicate and luminous in the lamplight. The babydoll was almost weightless, with thin straps and a soft fall of fabric that would barely reach the tops of her thighs. The panties lay beneath, small and pale.

Something for night. Tilly stood at the doorway, unable to move. The choice she had just made outside seemed to return to her in another form.

Tilly touched the sheer fabric with the tips of her fingers. It was time.

Tilly prepared herself slowly.

There was no reason to rush. That seemed important. Earlier, when Celia had first begun shaping her, everything had felt like a sequence imposed from outside: hair removal, makeup, nails, satin, dress, heels, name. Even when she had chosen, she had often chosen under the pressure of being watched. Tonight, for the first time, she was alone with the next step.

The white silk lay on the bed while she undressed.

The grey skirt first, unfastened and folded carefully over the chair. Then the white silk blouse, slipped from her shoulders and laid beside it. Stockings unclipped and rolled down slowly. Lingerie removed piece by piece until she stood bare in the lamplight, softer than the man who had once occupied this room and not yet accustomed to the woman who had replaced him.

In the mirror, the changes were no longer merely cosmetic.

Her brows had kept their shape. Her ears held their tiny silver studs. Her lips had a fullness that still startled her in certain lights. Her hair, cut and softened by Nadia’s hands, fell around her face even before she brushed it properly.

And her chest.

There was a new tenderness there. Subtle. Early. Not enough to make breast forms unnecessary, not yet, but enough that she noticed herself differently when she moved. A faint weight. A sensitivity that made the air itself seem to matter. When she touched the area lightly, she felt both surprise and recognition.

It was happening.

The knowledge left her quiet.

She stepped into the shower.

Warm water struck her shoulders and ran down her back, over her chest, her stomach, her smooth legs. She stood beneath it with her eyes closed, letting the day wash away: the shops, the bags, the laughter on Celia’s doorstep, the cool night air by the bins, Tom’s clothes leaving the house. She did not feel cleansed of him exactly. That would have been too simple and unkind. But she felt free of needing to return to him for safety.

She washed carefully, more tenderly than she once would have done. Her skin had become something she now cared for. Not because Celia inspected it. Because it was hers. She rinsed her hair, ran her fingers through it, and let the water move over the place where her body was changing.

Afterwards, she dried herself with a soft towel, patting rather than scrubbing because Celia’s voice had become part of her training even in silence. Then she moisturised slowly. Arms, throat, shoulders, chest, stomach, legs. Her hands moved with care. She enjoyed it, and that pleasure no longer frightened her in quite the same way.

She sat at the dressing table in her towel and dried her hair, then brushed it out until it fell smooth and glossy. She pinned nothing back this time. Let it fall. Let it frame her face. Let the woman in the mirror have softness without apology.

The panties came first.

White silk, delicate and cool, sliding up her legs with barely any weight. Then the babydoll. She lifted it carefully from the bed, afraid almost to disturb it. The fabric was sheer and light, with thin straps and a soft fall that settled against her skin like breath.

It did not tell her to polish steel, pour wine, curtsey, stand straight, obey. It did not carry an apron or a role. It was not practical. It was not serviceable. It was simply feminine. Intimate. Beautiful in a way that had no excuse attached.

Tilly stood before the mirror.

The woman looking back seemed almost too delicate for the room. Bare shoulders. Soft hair. White silk. Slim legs. Lips faintly coloured from the day, cheeks still holding their fullness, eyes wide with a feeling she did not want to name too quickly.

She looked so feminine that it ached.

An ache like longing finally finding a shape. All day she had been Tilly in shops, Tilly at breakfast, Tilly carrying bags, Tilly making tea. Now she was Tilly in the quiet, dressed for no one except the woman waiting beyond the room.

She turned from the mirror and went to the door.

The hallway was dim, warm, and silent. The house seemed to hold its breath as she stepped out. Her bare feet made no sound on the floorboards. Without heels, without a satin skirt, without the whisper of underskirts, she felt exposed in a new way.

Celia’s bedroom door stood at the far end.

Hallowed territory.

That was how it had always felt to Tilly. Even when she had entered to make the bed, fold the cardigan, change the glass, straighten the throw, she had known the room belonged to Celia in a deeper way than the rest of the house.

Tilly stopped outside the door.

Her hand rested on the handle.

She took a breath.

Then she opened it.

Celia was lying on the large bed, propped against pillows, wearing a white silk dressing gown. A book rested open in her hands. The lamps were low, casting warm light over the room, over the pale bedding, over the curve of Celia’s shoulder beneath the silk. Her hair was down. Not entirely, not carelessly, and softer than Tilly usually saw it. Without the day’s armour, she looked less like Miss Harrow of the townhouse and more like a woman who had waited.

She looked up.

For one moment, she did not speak.

Her gaze moved over Tilly, and this time there was no inspection in it. No correction. No measure taken for service. Only feeling, held carefully because Celia still seemed afraid of letting too much show at once.

Then she smiled and placed the book aside.

“Don’t you look a pretty picture.”

Tilly’s hands curled lightly at her sides.

“Thank you, Miss Harrow.”

Celia patted the bed beside her.

No command.

Still, Tilly obeyed.

She crossed the room slowly and climbed onto the bed, careful of the silk, careful of herself. Celia lifted one arm, and Tilly came into the space beside her as if she had been expected there all along.

Celia held her gently.

Not possession, not discipline, not the severity that could make Tilly’s breath catch from across a room. Gentleness. Celia’s arm around her waist. The warmth of her body. The faint scent of her skin and perfume. The white silk of Celia’s dressing gown against the white silk of Tilly’s babydoll.

For a while, they lay without speaking.

Tilly rested her head near Celia’s shoulder and listened to the quiet of the house. The same house where she had once stood ashamed over unpaid rent. The same house where she had been stripped of roughness, painted, dressed, trained, displayed, tested, seen. The same house where Tom’s old clothes no longer waited in a drawer.

Celia’s hand moved lightly over her hair.

Then she leaned closer, her breath warm at Tilly’s ear.

“You’re my girl now.”

The words entered Tilly softly and completely.

No audience. No Marianne. No rule sheet. No ledger. No debt.

Only the truth of being claimed after being given the choice to leave.

Tilly closed her eyes.

“Yes, Miss Harrow,” she whispered. “I’m your girl.”
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