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Chapter One: Aunt Maud

Chitling Mansion appeared through the gathering mist like something out of a Gothic horror film, the sort of place where unsuspecting visitors arrived on a dark and stormy night and were never seen again.

I could almost imagine Christopher Lee standing at one of the upstairs windows, watching our approach with a particularly unpleasant smile.

It was just after six on a Friday evening, and the last of the daylight was disappearing behind the trees that lined the long, winding driveway. My mother drove slowly, her headlights cutting through the thin blanket of mist that drifted across the grounds.

Beyond the trees, I caught glimpses of carefully maintained lawns, ancient stone statues and enormous flowerbeds, all gradually surrendering their shapes to the approaching darkness.

I'd visited before, although not for several years, and I remembered it as a rather grand, if somewhat intimidating, country house. Tonight, however, it looked distinctly sinister. Perhaps it was the weather, or perhaps it was simply the knowledge that I wasn't arriving for a pleasant weekend with relatives.

The mansion itself was enormous, an imposing Victorian building constructed from dark grey stone, with steeply pitched roofs, tall chimneys and windows that seemed to stare down at us. Ivy climbed across parts of the façade, and a pair of stone lions guarded the wide steps leading to the main entrance. A few lights glowed behind the windows, although they did little to make the place look more welcoming.

My mother glanced at me as we rounded the final bend.

"You might at least try to look a little less miserable, Harry."

I didn't bother answering. We'd been through this conversation several times already, and nothing I could say was going to change her mind. As far as she was concerned, the matter had been settled, and I was expected to accept the consequences without further argument.

Aunt Maud, or Lady Stafford as almost everyone outside the family called her, was my mother's older sister. She had married into money, although I knew very little about her late husband beyond the fact that he'd been some sort of industrialist and had left her extraordinarily wealthy. She had never been particularly close to our side of the family, preferring the company of people with impressive titles, expensive clothes and equally large bank accounts.

I remembered her as a rather elegant woman who wore far too much perfume and had an irritating habit of looking at me as though I were something unpleasant she'd discovered on the sole of her shoe. Even as a child, I'd found her difficult to like, and the feeling had always seemed entirely mutual.

That made my present circumstances all the more uncomfortable.

The tyres crunched across the gravel as my mother pulled up directly outside the entrance. She switched off the engine and sat for a moment, looking up at the house.

My mother unfastened her seat belt and reached for the door handle.

"Come along, Harry. Your aunt doesn't like being kept waiting."

She climbed out, leaving me alone in the passenger seat. For a few seconds I considered remaining exactly where I was, but I knew perfectly well that she'd simply come round and drag me out if necessary. With a sigh, I opened the door and stepped into the cold evening air.

The mist had thickened considerably, bringing with it the damp, earthy smell of autumn leaves. Somewhere in the distance, an owl called. All we needed now was a wolf howling on the moors to the east to complete the atmosphere.

I followed my mother towards the entrance, my footsteps sounding unnaturally loud on the gravel. I wasn't carrying a suitcase or even an overnight bag. This had been made quite clear before we left home. We reached the steps, and before my mother could raise her hand to the enormous brass knocker, the door swung silently inwards.

A man stood in the opening, dressed in a perfectly pressed black suit with a white shirt and dark tie. He was tall and thin, with silver-grey hair brushed neatly backwards and a face that suggested smiling was an activity he considered beneath his dignity.

"Good evening, Madam."

"Good evening, Mr Coburn," my mother replied. "I trust we're not late?"

"Not at all, Madam. Lady Stafford is expecting you."

He stepped aside to admit us, and I followed my mother into a vast entrance hall dominated by a sweeping staircase, polished marble floors and an enormous chandelier.

Mr Coburn closed the heavy door behind us, shutting out the last traces of the evening.

He regarded me in silence, his pale eyes travelling slowly from my hair to my shoes and back again. It was not an especially friendly inspection, and I had the distinct impression that he was mentally making a list of everything he found unsatisfactory.

I resisted the temptation to ask whether I had passed.

Finally, apparently satisfied that he'd seen enough, he turned towards the long corridor leading away from the entrance hall.

"Lady Stafford is in the study," he announced. "Follow me."

Mr Coburn turned without waiting to see whether we were following and set off down the corridor at a brisk but dignified pace. My mother hurried after him, leaving me to bring up the rear.

I'd been an unruly child, and growing older had done remarkably little to improve matters. At school, I was forever getting into trouble for something, whether it was playing practical jokes, arguing with teachers or encouraging my friends to do things they would never have considered without my assistance. I was clever enough to get decent results without doing much work, which probably made matters worse. My parents had spent a considerable amount of money on my education, and I had spent an equally considerable amount of time finding ways to avoid it.

Being wealthy had its advantages, particularly when it came to getting out of trouble. My father was a successful businessman who travelled frequently, while my mother divided her time between charity committees, social engagements and trying to persuade me to behave like a respectable young man.

Between them, they had provided me with just about everything I ever wanted, although I was beginning to suspect that this had been a serious mistake.

Recently, my behaviour had become considerably less amusing. There had been parties, damaged cars, unfortunate incidents involving the police and several expensive conversations with the family solicitor. Each time, my parents had somehow managed to smooth things over. I had come to regard their ability to rescue me as something of a family tradition.

Unfortunately, my mother had finally reached the end of her patience.

The latest incident had been particularly unpleasant, and for once there was a genuine possibility of my ending up in prison. My father had refused to intervene again, and my mother had made it perfectly clear that she wasn't prepared to spend another penny rescuing me from my own stupidity.

Then there was the business with the wedding dress.

That was something else entirely.

It had started quite innocently, or at least that was how I preferred to remember it. My mother had been sorting through some old clothes and had brought her wedding dress out of storage. It was an exquisite creation of ivory satin and lace, with a beautifully fitted bodice, long sleeves and a sweeping skirt that seemed to contain enough material to furnish a small ballroom.

I'd seen photographs of her wearing it, of course, but seeing the actual dress hanging from the wardrobe door had been quite different. I couldn't explain why it fascinated me so much. Perhaps it was the way the satin caught the light, or the extraordinary amount of care that had gone into creating something so delicate and beautiful.

Whatever the reason, I couldn't stop thinking about it.

For several days I found excuses to visit the spare bedroom where it had been left hanging. Sometimes I simply stood looking at it, wondering what it would feel like to wear something so magnificent. Eventually, curiosity got the better of me.

I waited until my mother had gone out, took the dress from its hanger and carefully stepped into it.

Even now, I could remember the sensation of the cool satin against my skin and the surprising weight of the skirt as I drew it around myself. It didn't fit perfectly, naturally, but I managed to fasten enough of it to achieve something approaching the intended shape.

Then I'd stood in front of the full-length mirror.

That was the truly extraordinary part. Instead of feeling ridiculous, I found myself fascinated by the reflection staring back at me. I turned sideways, smoothed the bodice and lifted the edges of the skirt, watching the material fall in graceful folds around my legs. For several minutes I forgot everything else, absorbed in the strange pleasure of seeing myself dressed as a bride.

I was still posing when my mother walked in.

I don't think I'd ever seen her so completely speechless.

She stood in the doorway for what seemed an eternity, staring at me as though she'd discovered a complete stranger in her son's bedroom. I remember my face burning with embarrassment and my desperate attempt to think of some explanation that didn't sound utterly absurd.

Unfortunately, there wasn't one.

What happened afterwards had been deeply uncomfortable. My mother demanded to know whether this was something I'd done before, whether I'd been borrowing her clothes and, perhaps most humiliatingly, whether I actually wanted to be a girl.

I denied everything, of course, although I wasn't entirely sure what I was denying.

The incident might have remained an embarrassing family secret if it hadn't occurred at precisely the moment my mother was deciding what to do about my other problems. Somehow, the wedding dress became part of a much larger discussion about my future, my behaviour and the person I was apparently failing to become.

Mr Coburn stopped outside a pair of polished mahogany doors and knocked discreetly.

"Enter," called a woman's voice.

He opened the door and stepped aside.

The study was almost as impressive as the entrance hall. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined two walls, while a large marble fireplace occupied another. A magnificent Persian rug covered much of the polished wooden floor, and a substantial antique desk stood near tall windows overlooking the gardens. Heavy velvet curtains had already been drawn against the gathering darkness, and several lamps filled the room with a warm, golden light.

My aunt was standing beside the fireplace, holding a small glass of what looked like sherry.

Lady Maud Stafford was taller than I remembered, or perhaps she simply had the ability to make everyone around her feel smaller. She was an elegant woman in her early fifties, with beautifully styled dark hair, an immaculate complexion and the sort of posture that came with power and certainty.

She was wearing stylish grey slacks, a cream silk blouse and a beautifully tailored jacket in matching grey. A simple gold necklace rested against the silk, and her makeup was discreet but expertly applied.

"Darling!" she exclaimed, setting down her glass and crossing the room to embrace my mother.

They exchanged kisses on both cheeks before my aunt stepped back and inspected her younger sister with obvious affection.

"You look exhausted, dear."

"I feel exhausted," my mother replied. "You have no idea how grateful I am."

My aunt's eyes moved towards me.

There was something deeply uncomfortable about the way she looked at me. She didn't seem angry or disappointed, which were expressions I had grown accustomed to receiving from my family. Instead, she appeared curious, almost as though I were an item she'd purchased at auction and was now examining to determine whether it had been worth the price.

"Come closer, Harry. Let's have a look at you."

I glanced at my mother, who gave me a small encouraging nod, and reluctantly approached. My aunt set her glass aside and examined me with a thoroughness that would have impressed a medical professional. She looked at my face first, then my hair, before stepping back to consider the rest of me.

"Clean-shaven. Good. Your hair is a decent length, if a little unruly. We can certainly do something with that." She reached up and lightly brushed a stray lock away from my forehead. "Smile for me."

Feeling like a horse being inspected before a race, I managed an awkward smile.

"Hmm. Not bad at all." She turned towards my mother. "Yes, I can see the possibilities."

My mother looked relieved.

Aunt Maud looked towards the doorway, where Mr Coburn had remained standing throughout the conversation. "You will follow Mr Coburn and change for me. When you've finished, come straight back here."

My aunt picked up her glass and regarded me over its rim, a faint smile appearing at the corners of her mouth.

"Off you go, Harry. We'll see if you're suitable, shall we?"

I followed Mr Coburn out, and we headed towards some steps leading down into the mansion. My heart was starting to beat a little quicker, and my throat tightened. We reached a door down a corridor, and the old butler opened it.

The room was a reasonable size with a single bed with pink satin sheets, a wardrobe and a vanity table. Off to the right seemed to be an ensuite shower room.

“I will give you a moment to change, and then take you back up,” said Mr Coburn. There was no amusement in his voice or a trace of surprise. The door closed softly behind me.

On the bed was a maid’s uniform with a wide skirt. There were lace underskirts and lingerie, a headband and some stockings. There was a lipstick lying next to these and a pair of court shoes on the carpet.


Chapter Two: Service at Chitling Mansion

Going into service at Chitling Mansion was non-negotiable.

That was the position, as it was finally explained to me, although not in so many words. Aunt Maud had a talent for making even the most extraordinary arrangements sound perfectly sensible, while my mother had clearly reached the point where she was willing to agree to anything that removed me from her immediate vicinity.

Between them, they laid out the choice with a calmness I found rather unnerving. I could either remain at Chitling Mansion and submit myself to Aunt Maud’s discipline, or I could walk away and discover what life looked like without my family’s money, protection or goodwill.

If I was foolish enough to reject her help altogether, there was also the rather more pressing question of what might happen when the legal trouble I had been skirting around finally caught up with me.

In other words, I was to become a maid or find out whether prison stripes suited me.

I stood in the middle of the bedroom Mr Coburn had shown me to and tried to absorb that fact. The room was larger than my bedroom at home, with pale walls, tall windows framed by heavy curtains and a great brass bed dressed in pink satin sheets that shimmered softly in the lamplight.

An antique vanity table stood near the window, its surface already arranged with brushes, powders and bottles as though it had been waiting for me. Against one wall stood a wardrobe, its doors partly open to reveal rows of female clothing, while on the bed itself lay the uniform Aunt Maud had evidently chosen for my introduction to domestic service.

It was impossible not to stare at it.

There was a black dress with white trim, its skirt spread carefully across the coverlet and its bodice neatly buttoned. Beside it lay a crisp white apron, layers of lace underskirt, a pair of pale stockings, black court shoes and lingerie. A black ribbon choker sat in a little box near the pillows, while a lace headband had been placed on top of the dress.

Part of my discomfort came from the obvious humiliation of being expected to wear them. The rest came from a far more inconvenient truth, which was that I found them beautiful.

I walked slowly towards the bed and touched the edge of the dress. The material was lighter than I had expected. The apron was immaculate. So were the underskirts, which appeared to consist of several frothy white layers designed to give fullness to the skirt. Even the shoes had a modest elegance about them.

I glanced towards the door, half expecting Mr Coburn to reappear and announce that Lady Stafford’s patience had limits, but the corridor beyond remained silent. If I was going to resist, this was clearly the moment to do it.

With a sigh, I began to undress.

My jacket went first, dropped carelessly onto a chair near the bed. Then my shirt, which I unbuttoned with fingers that were suddenly shaking. My trousers followed, along with socks and underwear, until I was standing naked in the warm lamplight, feeling faintly ridiculous and acutely aware of my own reflection in the cheval mirror near the wardrobe.

I looked like myself still. Harry Hamilton. Slim, dark-haired, not especially heroic perhaps, but recognisably male and recognisably me. Mother had forced me already to remove my body hair. I had stood in the bathroom at home, covered in epilating cream, feeling it dissolve at least one part of my manhood.

I reached first for the stockings. They were softer than anything I had worn before, sheer and faintly lustrous, and I had to sit on the edge of the bed to ease them carefully up my legs without damaging them. The fabric clung at once, smoothing itself over my calves and thighs with a delicate pressure that felt impossibly feminine. I had always thought of stockings as vaguely decadent, but sitting there with both legs encased in pale, silky material, I understood why they were popular with some girls.

Next came the undergarments.

Folded beside the stockings were white lace-trimmed panties and a matching brassiere, modest enough in design but unmistakably intended for a woman. I picked up the panties first and stepped into them, drawing them slowly up my legs. They settled against my hips with a snug, unfamiliar neatness, and I found myself absurdly aware of the way the fabric enclosed me.

The brassiere was more difficult. After a clumsy first attempt, I finally managed to hook it into place and adjust the straps on my shoulders. The cups remained only lightly occupied, of course, but even so the garment changed the line of my upper body and made me conscious of my chest in a way I had never been before.

The underskirts came next, and these proved stranger still. There were two of them, both white, both trimmed with lace, and together they gave a surprising weight and volume around my hips and thighs. I tied the first at my waist, then the second over it, and immediately felt the effect of them brushing against one another with every movement. The soft rustle they made seemed indecently intimate in the quiet room.

Only then did I lift the maid’s dress from the bed.

It opened down the back with a row of tiny buttons and fastenings that clearly required assistance, which I did not have. For a moment I wondered whether that had been deliberate, whether Aunt Maud wanted to see how I managed on my own, but there was no point in fretting over it. I stepped into the dress, drew it up over the underskirts and worked my arms into the sleeves. The bodice settled snugly, shaping itself over the bra and pulling my shoulders into a straighter, more contained posture.

Fastening the back required patience and a certain amount of twisting, but eventually I managed it.

When I turned towards the mirror again, the effect was startling.

The black skirt fell to just below my knees, its shape supported by the lace beneath so that it flared with prim, feminine neatness. The white trim at the cuffs and collar stood out sharply against the dark fabric, giving the whole thing an air of formality.

I picked up the apron.

It was starched and spotless, the ties long enough to wrap around my waist and fasten into a bow at the back. Once it was in place, it transformed the dress at once into a real uniform.

The shoes were the final substantial indignity. They were black court shoes with a modest heel, not high enough to be difficult but feminine enough to alter the way I stood. I slipped them on and rose carefully to my feet. At once my balance shifted enough to make me aware that I would have to move differently.

There remained only the finishing touches.

The lace headband rested lightly in my hands before I fitted it into my hair, using the combs attached to either side to hold it in place. Then I took up the black ribbon choker and fastened it around my neck. It sat there with an unnerving intimacy, somehow suggestive of possession.

I looked at myself once more.

The transformation was not complete. My face was bare, my hair merely brushed back by the headband, and there was still something too plainly male in the line of my jaw and the uncertainty in my posture. Even so, the mirror showed a slim young maid in black and white, standing rather stiffly in a bedroom at Chitling Mansion. I noticed a lipstick on the bed and picked it up. It was red, and I stared at it, shimmering in the light of the room. I went to the vanity mirror and did my best to apply it. I blotted it once, as I had often seen my mother do and looked at my face.

There was a polite knock at the door, which made me jump despite the fact that I had been expecting it.

"Are you ready?" came Mr Coburn's voice.

I took one last look at myself, straightened the apron and nervously smoothed the skirt over my hips.

"Yes, I think so."

The door opened, and Mr Coburn stepped inside. He examined me with the same dispassionate expression he had worn when I arrived, his eyes travelling from the lace headband down to my black court shoes. I found myself wishing he would say something, even if it was to tell me how ridiculous I looked, but he merely crossed to the chair, gathered up my discarded male clothing and folded it neatly over one arm.

"Follow me, please."

He turned and left the room, leaving me to hurry after him.

I had expected walking in heels to be considerably more difficult than it actually was. The first few steps felt strange, particularly the way the shoes encouraged me to place my feet more carefully, but I soon discovered that if I kept my back straight and shortened my stride, I could manage quite comfortably.

The gentle swishing of the skirt around my stocking-covered legs was rather more distracting. Every movement reminded me of what I was wearing, and I was acutely conscious of the little tapping sounds my heels made against the polished floor of the corridor.

Mr Coburn led me through a heavy swing door into the servants' quarters. The surroundings changed almost immediately. Gone were the elaborate paintings and expensive furniture, replaced by practical flooring, plain walls and the unmistakable smell of cooking.

We entered a large kitchen that looked as though it belonged in a very expensive country hotel. Copper pans hung above an enormous range, cupboards stretched along the walls, and a substantial kitchen island occupied the centre of the room. Everything was spotless, from the stainless-steel worktops to the polished taps above the sinks.

A woman was standing beside the island, inspecting a silver tray on which were arranged a plate of delicate sandwiches, two delicate cups, a matching teapot and a small jug of milk.

She looked up as we entered.

She was a stout, middle-aged woman with greying brown hair pinned into a tidy bun. She wore a dark dress beneath a white apron, and there was something about her expression that reminded me unpleasantly of the headmistress at my old preparatory school. She looked me up and down with considerable interest, paying particular attention to my uniform.

"Straighten those shoulders, girl."

I immediately drew myself upright, pulling my shoulders back and lifting my chin.

"That's better. Good girl."

The words caught me completely off guard. Nobody had ever called me a good girl before, and hearing them spoken so matter-of-factly by a woman I had only just met was unsettling. I felt a little warmth creeping into my cheeks, although Mrs Banton appeared not to notice.

"Now, there are a few things you need to understand before you begin your duties. You will address us as Mr Coburn and Mrs Banton at all times. Lady Stafford is to be addressed as M'Lady, and your mother as Ma'am. Any other gentleman you encounter is to be addressed as sir, and any lady as Ma'am, unless you are specifically instructed otherwise. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Mrs Banton."

"Very good. And remember, you are expected to be polite, attentive and respectful at all times. There will be no arguing, no answering back and certainly none of the behaviour that has caused your family so much trouble."

I glanced towards Mr Coburn, wondering just how much these people had been told about me. His expression gave nothing away.

Mrs Banton followed my glance.

"Lady Stafford has made her expectations perfectly clear. While you are in service here, you will behave as a properly trained young lady. We shall see how quickly you learn." I could think of several things to say to that, none of which seemed particularly wise. Instead, I remained silent. "Now, let's see how you manage your first duty."

She gestured towards the silver tray.

"Take that up to M'Lady."

I looked at the tray, then at Mrs Banton, hoping I had misunderstood. I felt myself colouring again, particularly when I noticed the faintest suggestion of a smile on Mr Coburn's face.

"Yes, Mrs Banton."

I approached the island and carefully slipped my hands beneath the tray. It was heavier than it looked, especially with the filled teapot, and as I lifted it I heard the delicate clink of china against china. The teapot shifted slightly, making me stop and adjust my grip.

"Keep it level," Mrs Banton instructed. "And look where you're going."

I raised my eyes and tried to distribute the weight more evenly between my hands. The tray was now balanced at waist height, directly in front of my white apron, and I suddenly understood why experienced waiters and maids always appeared to move so carefully.

Mr Coburn crossed to the kitchen door and held it open.

I followed him into the corridor, concentrating on keeping the tray steady while my heels tapped against the floor. The combination of the unfamiliar shoes, the rustling underskirts and the weight of the silver tray made every step feel like an examination. I was particularly worried about the teapot, which seemed determined to slide towards one edge whenever I changed direction.

We reached the staircase, and I stopped at the bottom to assess the climb ahead.

Mr Coburn glanced back. "Take your time. There is no need to rush."

I placed one foot carefully on the first step, then brought the other up beside it. The tray trembled slightly, and I tightened my grip. Nevertheless, I managed the stairs without spilling anything, although my hands were shaking by the time we reached the upper level.

We stopped outside the mahogany doors, and Mr Coburn turned towards me. He glanced down at the tray, adjusted the position of one of the cups with a practised movement and gave my appearance a final inspection.

Then he raised his hand and knocked.

Mr Coburn opened the door and stepped aside, allowing me to enter the study with the silver tray. I was concentrating so hard on keeping the teapot steady that I almost forgot what I was wearing, at least until I looked up and saw my mother sitting beside the fireplace.

She stared at me, her mouth open and eyes wide. My cheeks began to burn. Aunt Maud, on the other hand, barely reacted. She was sitting in a comfortable armchair opposite my mother, looking perfectly relaxed, and glanced at me with the casual interest she might have shown any member of her household staff.

"Ah, there you are. Bring it over here, please."

I approached the low coffee table between them. Bending carefully, I lowered the tray, trying to prevent the china from rattling. The skirt of my uniform spread around my legs, and I could feel the lace underskirts brushing against my stocking-covered thighs. When I straightened, my mother was still looking at me. Her expression was difficult to read, although I thought I detected a certain satisfaction beneath her surprise.

"Well," Aunt Maud said, examining me more closely. "That's a considerable improvement. Now, curtsey for me."

I had a vague idea of what was required so I bent my knees awkwardly, lowered myself a few inches and then straightened again.

Aunt Maud gave a small sigh. "Oh, dear. We certainly have some work to do."

She turned towards Mr Coburn, who was standing discreetly beside the door.

"Mr Coburn, you may retire if you wish. The rest of the evening is yours. Tell Mrs Banton likewise, and thank you."

"Thank you, M'Lady."

He gave a slight bow and withdrew, closing the door softly behind him. I watched him go with a feeling of apprehension, left standing in front of my aunt and mother, dressed as a maid and waiting for instructions.

Aunt Maud put down her teacup and rose from her chair.

"Now then, let's see if we can make you a little more graceful. Hold the edges of your skirt, one in each hand, and lift them slightly."

I obeyed, feeling foolish as I took hold of the black fabric between my fingers.

"Not too high. Just enough to clear your knees. That's better. Now place one foot behind the other, bend both knees and lower yourself gently. Keep your back straight and your head slightly inclined."

I attempted the movement, but my balance was dreadful. One heel wobbled, and I had to take a hurried step to prevent myself from falling sideways.

"Again," said Aunt Maud.

I tried once more, concentrating on keeping my back straight while lowering my knees. This time I managed something approaching the required movement, although I still felt about as graceful as a wardrobe falling down a flight of stairs.

"Better. Again, please."

We repeated the exercise several times. Aunt Maud corrected the position of my feet, the angle of my head and the way I held my skirt. She was patient enough, but there was no mistaking her expectation that I would do exactly as I was told.

My mother remained in her chair, occasionally sipping her tea but otherwise watching in silence. Somehow, her refusal to comment made the entire experience more embarrassing.

"Now, when I give you an instruction, you must acknowledge it properly. Say, 'Yes, M'Lady.'"

"Yes, M'Lady," I repeated.

"Try again, and this time soften your voice."

I cleared my throat and repeated the words, deliberately raising my pitch.

"Yes, M'Lady."

"Not quite so high. I don't want you squeaking like a mouse. Just speak gently, with a little less force."

I tried again, reducing the pitch slightly and allowing the words to emerge more softly.

"Yes, M'Lady."

"Much better. And when I compliment you?"

"Thank you, M'Lady."

"Very good. Now curtsey and say it."

I gathered the edges of my skirt and lowered myself, remembering to incline my head.

"Thank you, M'Lady," I added in my newly softened voice.

Aunt Maud smiled.

"Good girl."

I felt my face growing hot again. It was the second time that evening somebody had addressed me in that fashion, and I still didn't know how I was supposed to respond. Aunt Maud seemed perfectly comfortable calling me a girl, while my mother merely raised her teacup to her lips.

"Let's see you walk now. Across the room and back, please."

I released my skirt and began walking towards the far wall. Aunt Maud immediately stopped me and instructed me to shorten my steps, keep my shoulders relaxed and allow the movement to come naturally.

"You're much too stiff. There's no need to march. Imagine you're wearing a lovely dress and want to look your best."

I walked across the study again, concentrating on the gentle movement of the skirt and trying not to exaggerate the sway of my hips. Aunt Maud watched carefully, occasionally correcting my posture or asking me to turn and repeat the exercise. After several attempts, I began to understand what she wanted. The trick was not to force myself into some elaborate feminine performance but simply to relax and allow the clothes and shoes to influence the way I moved.

"Come back here, please."

I returned to stand before her.

"Yes, M'Lady."

"Very good. Now curtsey." I performed the movement again, and this time I managed to lower myself without wobbling. My aunt seemed pleased. "There, you see? It isn't so difficult when you put your mind to it."

"Thank you, M'Lady."

Aunt Maud returned to her chair and studied me for a moment. I stood with my hands folded neatly in front of my apron, trying to remember the posture she had been teaching me.

"Well," she said eventually, "I suppose we should give you a new name."

My mother set down her cup.

"Yes, I was wondering about that."

“Yes, a new name. Harry simply won't do for a pretty young maid, will it?"

My mother considered this with an expression of surprising seriousness.

"I've always rather liked Charlotte."

"Charlotte is lovely," Aunt Maud agreed, "although perhaps a little grand for our purposes. Something softer might be more appropriate."

I felt an extraordinary sensation as I stood there listening to the two women discussing me as though I were not present. My mother, who had called me Harry since the day I was born, was now cheerfully suggesting girls' names while Aunt Maud considered their suitability. Neither seemed remotely interested in my opinion.

"Emily?" my mother suggested.

"Possibly. Although I was thinking of something a little more distinctive."

Aunt Maud looked me over again, apparently trying to imagine each proposed name attached to the young maid standing in front of her.

"Jessica," she said suddenly. "What do you think of Jessica?"

My mother smiled.

"Oh, I like that. Jessica is pretty. And it suits her, don't you think?"

"Yes, I believe it does."

Aunt Maud regarded me with obvious satisfaction.

"Jessica it is, then."

And just like that, standing in a maid's uniform before the fireplace at Chitling Mansion, I discovered that Harry Hamilton was no longer even allowed to keep his own name.


Chapter Three: Jessica’s Training Begins

I woke to the sound of an alarm. For a few moments, I lay beneath the pink satin sheets, unwilling to move. I caught sight of the maid's uniform hanging neatly on the wardrobe door, and the events of the previous evening came rushing back.

I glanced at the clock on the bedside table. Seven o'clock. Ordinarily, I would have pressed snooze, rolled over and gone back to sleep. Aunt Maud had been very specific with her instructions, however. I was to get up at seven, shower, apply my makeup, dress in my uniform and report to the kitchen at eight, where Mrs Banton would have breakfast prepared for me to take upstairs.

I pushed back the sheets and sat on the edge of the bed, looking down at the simple pink nightdress I was wearing. It was made from a soft, lightweight material with narrow shoulder straps and a little lace trimming around the neckline. Underneath were matching pink panties.

I'd been instructed to change into them before retiring, and although I had initially found the idea rather embarrassing, I had to admit that the nightdress was nice. The material had felt wonderfully soft against my freshly shaved legs, and I had spent several minutes lying awake, wondering how I had managed to go from wearing my mother's wedding dress in secret to sleeping in pink nightwear at Chitling Mansion.

My mother had left shortly after my new name was decided, and that was when Aunt Maud's manner had changed.

While my mother was present, she treated my transformation as a rather amusing thing. Once we were alone, however, she became considerably sterner. The smiles disappeared, her instructions became more clipped, and any hesitation on my part was met with a raised eyebrow and a firm request to repeat whatever I had done incorrectly.

We had spent another hour practising my walking, curtseying and speaking.

My voice was definite source of dissatisfaction. Apparently, I was perfectly capable of speaking softly when I made the effort, but I had a habit of slipping back into my normal tone far too often. Aunt Maud made me repeat simple phrases until she was satisfied, reminding me that a well-trained maid should sound pleasant and feminine without speaking in an absurdly high voice.

By the time she finally allowed me to retire, I was exhausted.

Now I stood up and made my way towards the ensuite bathroom, the nightdress swishing gently around my thighs. The room had a large shower, heated towel rails and an assortment of expensive-looking toiletries arranged beside the basin. Everything appeared to have been selected with a woman in mind, including the pink towels, floral soaps and bottles of scented body lotion.

After showering, I dried myself and applied a little moisturiser, remembering Aunt Maud's instruction that I was expected to take care of my appearance. I had never paid much attention to such things before, beyond keeping myself reasonably clean and presentable, but apparently that was no longer sufficient.

Wrapped in a towel, I returned to the bedroom and sat at the vanity table. I picked up the sheet of paper Aunt Maud had given me. It was some kind of ridiculous pledge but she said I was to learn it by heart and speak it allow in my new feminine voice.

Aunt Maud also made it clear that makeup would become part of my daily routine. She had also insisted that I wear mascara and lipstick from now on, rather than relying on the small amount of lip colour I had managed before.

I studied the collection of cosmetics arranged in front of me. There was a compact containing face powder, a small bottle of foundation, mascara, a blusher and several lipsticks.

I began cautiously, applying a little foundation and blending it across my face with my fingertips. It took longer than I expected to achieve an even finish, but after several attempts I was reasonably satisfied. A light dusting of powder followed, then the faintest suggestion of blusher across my cheeks.

The mascara was considerably more troublesome.

I leaned towards the mirror, opened my mouth without quite knowing why and carefully drew the little brush through my eyelashes. My first attempt left a dark smudge beneath one eye, which I had to remove with a tissue. The second was more successful, and after working on both eyes I sat back to examine the result.

The difference was surprising. My lashes looked darker and more noticeable, drawing attention to my eyes and making my face appear softer than it had the previous evening.

Finally, I selected a pale pink lipstick, twisted it from its case and carefully applied it, following the shape of my lips. I pressed them together as I had seen my mother do and removed the excess with a tissue.

I looked at myself for several moments. Then picked up the pledge and read it aloud in what I thought was a feminine voice. Saying the words seemed even stranger and I wondered why she wanted to learn it. Perhaps she was going to make me recite it in front of her.

I began dressing, starting with the white lingerie and stockings. The garments were already becoming familiar, although I still found the sensation of fine fabric against my skin rather distracting. I carefully pulled the stockings up my legs, smoothing away the wrinkles before stepping into the lace underskirts.

Next came the black maid's dress, which I managed to fasten with less difficulty than the previous evening. The bodice fitted snugly, while the skirt fell over the underskirts in a pleasingly rounded shape. I adjusted the white cuffs, tied the crisp apron around my waist and arranged the bow neatly behind me.

My black court shoes were waiting beside the wardrobe, and I slipped my feet into them before returning to the mirror.

The final touch was the lace headband. I brushed my hair into some semblance of order, fitted the band carefully into place and stood back to inspect the result.

The girl in the mirror was a considerable improvement on the awkward figure who had appeared in Aunt Maud's study the night before. My makeup was far from perfect, and my hair could probably have benefited from professional attention, but the uniform looked neat, the apron was spotless, and I was beginning to understand the importance of all those little details Aunt Maud had been emphasising.

I practised a curtsey, lifting the sides of my skirt and lowering myself carefully.

"Good morning, M'Lady," I said softly.

The voice still sounded strange, but at least I was getting better at it.

I left the bedroom and made my way along the corridor towards the kitchen. Walking in heels was becoming easier too, although I remained conscious of the gentle movement of my skirt and the soft rustling of the underskirts with every step. I kept my shoulders back, my head upright and my hands relaxed at my sides, just as Aunt Maud had instructed.

Mrs Banton was already busy when I arrived.

The kitchen smelled of freshly brewed coffee, toast and something delicious frying on the enormous range. She was standing beside the central island, arranging things on a large silver tray.

She looked up as I entered and glanced at the clock.

"Good morning, Jessica."

"Good morning, Mrs Banton."

She examined my appearance, paying particular attention to my makeup. "We'll have to improve your mascara, but that can wait. Turn around, please."

I obeyed, allowing her to inspect the back of my dress and apron.

"Your bow is a little crooked." She straightened it with a practised movement before stepping back. "There. Much better. Now stand properly."

I straightened my shoulders and folded my hands neatly in front of me.

"Good girl."

I felt the familiar warmth rising into my cheeks but managed to keep my expression composed. Mrs Banton gestured towards the tray. "Lady Stafford takes her breakfast in her room on Saturday mornings. Everything is ready. You'll find her suite at the top of the main staircase, through the double doors on the right."

I looked at the tray. There was a silver coffee pot, a small jug of milk, a cup and saucer, toast beneath a folded napkin and a covered plate containing what I assumed was Aunt Maud's breakfast. A little vase holding a single rose completed the arrangement.

"Carry it carefully," Mrs Banton continued. "When you reach her room, knock and wait until she tells you to enter. Place the tray on the table beside the window, curtsey and say, 'Your breakfast, M'Lady.' Then stand quietly and wait for further instructions. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Mrs Banton."

"Very well. Off you go."

I approached the island and slipped my hands beneath the tray, lifting it carefully. It was heavier than I had expected, but after my experience with the tea service the previous evening, I felt reasonably confident that I could manage. Mrs Banton watched as I turned towards the door.

The mansion was quiet at that hour, and my heels made a delicate tapping sound against the polished floors. Pale morning light filtered through the tall windows, illuminating the paintings and expensive furnishings that I had barely noticed the previous evening. Everything looked considerably less sinister in daylight, although I still felt rather intimidated by the sheer size of the place.

I climbed the main staircase slowly, concentrating on keeping the tray level. My stockings brushed gently against one another, and I could feel the weight of the lace underskirts moving beneath my dress. I reached the landing without mishap and followed Mrs Banton's directions towards a pair of elegant double doors. Beyond them, a short private corridor led to Lady Stafford's bedroom.

I stopped outside the door, adjusted my grip on the tray and took a moment to compose myself. Then I knocked.

"Come in."

The bedroom was suitably spacious, with tall windows overlooking the gardens, beautiful antique furniture and a large four-poster bed dressed in cream silk. Aunt Maud was sitting up against the pillows, wearing a pale dressing gown and reading a newspaper. A small fire was burning in the marble fireplace, taking the chill from the autumn morning.

She lowered the newspaper as I approached, looking at me over the top of her reading glasses. I carried the tray to the little table beside the window and set it down carefully, relieved that the coffee pot had survived the journey without spilling a drop.

Then I turned towards her, took hold of the edges of my skirt and performed the best curtsey I could manage. "Your breakfast, M'Lady."

I straightened, folded my hands neatly in front of my apron and waited for further instructions. Aunt Maud folded her newspaper and placed it on the bedside table, then removed her reading glasses and regarded me with an expression of mild approval.

"Good morning, Jessica. I see you've managed to make yourself presentable. Come a little closer, please."

I approached the bed, trying to remember everything she'd taught me the previous evening. She examined my makeup, paying particular attention to my eyes, before reaching out to adjust a stray lock of hair beneath my lace headband.

"Not bad at all. Your mascara could be a little more carefully applied, but I can see you've made an effort. And your lipstick suits you. A rather pretty shade, don't you think?"

"Yes, M'Lady."

"Good girl.” She got up and sat by the window. “Now, before we begin, I think we should establish precisely what your duties are going to involve."

She reached for her coffee, poured herself a cup and settled back in the chair.

"Mr Coburn will supervise your general household duties. You'll be expected to clean, dust, polish, vacuum and assist Mrs Banton whenever necessary. There are rather a lot of rooms in this house, as you've probably noticed, and I expect them to be kept immaculate for when we have guests.

"However," Aunt Maud continued, "your principal responsibility will be to me. You are going to be my personal lady's maid, Jessica.”

"Yes, M'Lady."

"A traditional lady's maid attends to her mistress's personal needs. She prepares her baths, looks after her wardrobe, lays out her clothing and assists her with dressing and undressing. She ensures that her mistress's shoes are clean, her jewellery is properly cared for and everything she requires is available when she needs it. She might also assist with her hair, makeup and personal grooming. In short, she makes her mistress's life comfortable and convenient."

I listened with growing apprehension. Cleaning floors and carrying trays were one thing, but becoming my aunt's personal attendant sounded rather more intimate than I had anticipated.

"Naturally, there will be occasions when you are required to help me dress or bathe. A lady's maid must be discreet, attentive and completely trustworthy. I expect you to become so accustomed to your responsibilities that you can anticipate my needs without constantly being told what to do."

She took a sip of coffee.

"At first, of course, I'll have to supervise you quite closely. You know nothing about looking after a lady's wardrobe, and I suspect your knowledge of feminine grooming is rather limited."

"Yes, M'Lady."

"Then we'll begin with something simple. I'd like a bath while I finish my breakfast. You'll find everything you need in the bathroom. Use the lavender and rose essential oils, and make sure the water is comfortably warm. Not too hot."

"Yes, M'Lady."

I gave a small curtsey and made my way through a door beside the fireplace.

Aunt Maud's bathroom was almost as impressive as her bedroom. The floor and walls were finished in pale marble, with mirrors, gleaming brass fittings and a magnificent freestanding bath positioned beneath a tall window overlooking the gardens. Several shelves held a collection of expensive soaps, scented lotions and glass bottles containing essential oils.

I turned on the taps and adjusted the temperature until the water felt pleasantly warm against my fingers. Then I examined the bottles, eventually finding lavender and rose among the collection. I added a few drops of each to the running water, watching the surface ripple as the fragrance began to fill the room.

There was something strangely pleasant about the task. I had never given much thought to how a bath was prepared beyond turning on the taps, but here I was carefully measuring scented oils into the water for a woman who apparently considered such things an essential part of her morning routine.

I checked the temperature again, arranged a large white towel within easy reach and returned to the bedroom.

"Your bath is ready, M'Lady."

Aunt Maud glanced up from her breakfast.

"Thank you, Jessica. You'll find my riding clothes in the wardrobe. I'd like everything laid out on the bed while I'm bathing. That includes underwear. Cotton. White. And please tidy the bed first. I cannot bear untidy sheets."

"Yes, M'Lady."

She set aside her breakfast things, rose from the bed and removed her dressing gown as she walked towards the bathroom. I caught an unexpected glimpse of my aunt naked and immediately looked away, feeling my cheeks redden.

She appeared entirely unconcerned.

I realised, with considerable embarrassment, that she had absolutely no intention of treating my presence any differently from that of a female servant. As far as Aunt Maud was concerned, I was Jessica, her lady's maid, and there was nothing remotely unusual about my attending to her personal needs.

I heard her step into the bath, followed by a contented sigh.

"Jessica, make sure you smooth the sheets properly. I dislike creases."

"Yes, M'Lady."

I turned my attention to the bed, grateful to have something to occupy myself with. After removing the pillows, I straightened the bottom sheet and carefully pulled the cream silk coverlet into place. The enormous mattress made the task rather more difficult than it would have been at home, and I found myself walking around the bed several times, tugging and smoothing until everything lay perfectly flat.

When I was satisfied, I replaced the pillows and arranged the decorative cushions against the headboard.

Next came the riding outfit.

The wardrobe occupied an entire wall of Aunt Maud's dressing room, its polished wooden doors opening onto beautifully organised rails of expensive clothing. Dresses, tailored jackets, skirts and blouses hung in carefully arranged sections, while shoes and boots occupied shelves beneath them. Drawers contained scarves, gloves and various accessories, each apparently kept in its appointed place.

I found the riding clothes in a separate section.

The jodhpurs were a smart shade of beige, made from a substantial but surprisingly soft material, and beside them hung a fitted, long-sleeved white polo shirt and a beautifully tailored dark navy riding jacket. There was something unmistakably aristocratic about the entire outfit, and I could easily imagine Aunt Maud riding across the grounds looking every inch the wealthy country lady.

I took the garments through and laid them carefully on the bed.

Finding the underwear proved a little more uncomfortable. Aunt Maud had apparently anticipated my uncertainty, because one of the drawers was open slightly. Inside were neat rows of bras and matching panties, along with various other items of lingerie, all arranged according to colour.

I selected a simple white cotton matching set and placed it beside the riding clothes.

Her brown leather paddock boots stood on a lower shelf, beautifully polished and looking as though they had barely been worn. I carried them through and placed them neatly beside the bed, and finished everything with her riding helmet and a slender riding crop.

I stepped back to examine my work.

"Jessica?"

Her voice came from the bathroom.

"Yes, M'Lady?"

"Have you finished?"

"Yes, M'Lady."

"Then come and help me, please."

I hesitated at the bathroom door before entering. Aunt Maud was reclining in the enormous bath, surrounded by gently scented water. She looked perfectly relaxed, her dark hair pinned up to keep it dry, and regarded me without the slightest trace of embarrassment.

"Pass me that flannel, dear."

I picked it up from a nearby shelf and handed it to her, carefully keeping my attention on her face.

"Now fetch my bath towel and dressing gown. You can hang them on the rail beside the bath."

I obeyed, trying to behave as though this were a perfectly ordinary task. It was difficult not to feel self-conscious, but Aunt Maud seemed determined to make the experience as matter-of-fact as possible. "There's no need to look so embarrassed, Jessica. You are my lady's maid. You'll become quite accustomed to seeing me like this."

"Yes, M'Lady."

She finished her bath a few minutes later, and I stood ready with the towel as she stepped out. I handed it to her and turned slightly away while she dried herself, then held out her dressing gown. She slipped her arms into the sleeves, and I adjusted the collar before fastening the belt around her waist.

"Very good, Jessica. Now let's see what you've done with my clothes." I followed her back into the bedroom, where she examined the garments I'd laid out. "Everything seems to be here. Well done."

"Thank you, M'Lady."

She began dressing, allowing me to hand her each item as she required it. I soon discovered that assisting a lady with her clothes involved considerably more than simply passing garments across the room. I was expected to hold things ready, straighten material, check that fastenings were properly secured and ensure that nothing was creased or out of place.

The jodhpurs and polo shirt were straightforward enough, although I had to help straighten the shirt where it had caught beneath the waistband. When she put on her riding jacket, I held it open while she slipped her arms into the sleeves, then carefully smoothed the shoulders and adjusted the collar.

Aunt Maud examined herself in the mirror.

"Not bad. Now the boots, please."

I fetched them from beside the bed and placed them in front of her. She sat on a small upholstered chair while she put them on, and I stood waiting until she was ready to rise.

Once she was dressed, I handed her the riding helmet and crop.

She looked magnificent, I had to admit. The fitted jacket, immaculate jodhpurs and polished leather boots gave her an air of authority that seemed perfectly suited to her personality. Standing beside her in my frilly maid's uniform, I felt the contrast between us rather keenly.

Aunt Maud turned towards me and gave my apron an approving glance.

"Well, Jessica, you've made a reasonable start." She struck the crop against her thigh with a sharp thwack.

"Thank you, M'Lady."

She moved towards the door, then paused. "Now, I shall be riding for the next couple of hours. You are to find Mr Coburn and report to him for your morning cleaning duties. He has a list of jobs prepared for you, and I expect you to carry them out properly."

"Yes, M'Lady."

Aunt Maud smiled faintly. "Good girl."

I found Mr Coburn in the entrance hall, examining a large arrangement of flowers on a polished mahogany table. He looked at me as I approached, his expression as solemn as ever, and waited while I remembered to perform a curtsey.

"Good morning, Mr Coburn."

"Good morning, Jessica. We shall begin with the study. Follow me, please."

I had never particularly enjoyed housework. At home, the most I had ever contributed was occasionally carrying a plate into the kitchen. Mr Coburn clearly intended to correct this deficiency in my education.

He showed me where the cleaning equipment was kept, explaining the difference between the various polishes and which surfaces required particular care. Chitling Mansion contained an extraordinary amount of expensive furniture, and he seemed determined that I should understand precisely how much trouble I would be in if I ruined any of it.

The study was our first destination, and I spent much of the morning dusting the bookshelves, polishing furniture and cleaning the brass ornaments on the mantelpiece. Mr Coburn demonstrated how he wanted everything done, then stood watching while I attempted to reproduce his movements. He was surprisingly patient, although his standards were exacting, and more than once he made me repeat a task because I had missed a patch of dust or failed to polish something to his satisfaction.

The bookshelves were particularly troublesome. There seemed to be thousands of books, many of them old leather-bound volumes that I was instructed to handle with exceptional care. I had to remove them a few at a time, dust the shelves and replace everything in precisely the same order. It was tedious work, made considerably more difficult by the fact that I was wearing a dress with lace underskirts.

I soon discovered that bending over in a maid's uniform required rather more thought than bending over in jeans. Mr Coburn noticed my awkward attempts and instructed me to bend my knees and lower myself carefully rather than simply folding at the waist. It was another of those little feminine mannerisms Aunt Maud had been so determined to teach me.

By the time we moved on to the entrance hall, I was beginning to appreciate how much effort went into keeping a place like Chitling Mansion looking immaculate.

There were polished wooden tables, ornate picture frames, decorative vases and an extraordinary number of surfaces that apparently collected dust despite being cleaned every day. Mr Coburn had me wipe down the skirting boards and polish the lower sections of the banisters before showing me how to clean the marble floor without leaving streaks.

I worked steadily, occasionally catching sight of myself in the glass of a framed painting or a polished cabinet. Each time, the reflection gave me a little shock. There was a slim young maid moving around the enormous entrance hall, her black skirt swishing over white underskirts, her apron tied neatly at the waist and her dark hair held back by a lace headband.

It was difficult to believe that the maid was me.

Shortly before one, Mr Coburn informed me that Lady Stafford had returned from her ride and would be taking lunch in the conservatory with a friend.

The conservatory was one of the most beautiful rooms I had seen in the mansion. It was an enormous glass structure attached to the southern side of the house, filled with palms, flowering plants and comfortable wicker furniture. Even on an autumn afternoon, the sunlight made it pleasantly warm, and beyond the glass walls I could see the lawns stretching towards a small ornamental lake.

Aunt Maud was sitting at a round table with another woman of approximately her own age. Her friend was elegantly dressed in a dark green outfit with a silk scarf around her neck, and the two were enjoying a glass of white wine when I arrived carrying a tray of sandwiches and salad.

I approached carefully, conscious that the unfamiliar woman was watching me.

"Your lunch, M'Lady."

I placed the tray on a side table and performed a curtsey before beginning to arrange the plates.

"Thank you, Jessica," Aunt Maud replied, as casually as though I had been serving her for years.

Her friend smiled at me.

"What a pretty little maid, Maud. Is she new?"

"Very new, actually. Still learning, but showing considerable promise."

I could feel myself blushing as I placed the food before them. Being discussed in the third person was embarrassing enough, but being called a pretty little maid was more than a little surreal.

The woman continued looking at me with interest.

"Such lovely dark hair. And that uniform is delightful."

"Thank you, Ma'am," I managed in my softened voice.

Aunt Maud gave me a small approving glance, and I realised she was pleased that I had remembered the correct form of address.

I served the remainder of the lunch, making sure both ladies had everything they needed before withdrawing to stand discreetly beside the door. They continued their conversation, occasionally asking me to refill a glass or fetch something from the side table, but otherwise appeared to forget I was there.

After lunch, I returned to my cleaning duties. The afternoon passed in a succession of small jobs, polishing furniture, wiping down surfaces and cleaning several rooms on the ground floor. Mr Coburn gradually left me to work independently, returning occasionally to inspect my progress.

By four o'clock, my feet were beginning to ache, and I had developed a new respect for anyone who spent an entire day working in heels. The shoes themselves were comfortable enough, but the constant standing and walking had made me conscious of muscles I scarcely knew existed.

Mr Coburn appeared just as I was finishing the last of the polishing.

"Lady Stafford wishes you to attend her in her dressing room at six, Jessica. She has an engagement this evening and will require your assistance."

"Yes, Mr Coburn."

At six precisely, I knocked on Aunt Maud's bedroom door.

"Come in, Jessica."

She was standing in front of her wardrobe, wearing a cream silk dressing gown. Her dark hair had already been styled, and she was examining a selection of jewellery arranged on the dressing table.

"Ah, there you are. I've decided on the navy dress for this evening. It's hanging just inside the wardrobe. You'll find blue lace panties and a matching bra in the top drawer to the right, and I'd like the silver heels to go with it."

"Yes, M'Lady."

I set about collecting everything, taking care to handle the garments properly. The dress was a beautiful creation of dark navy silk, elegantly cut with a fitted waist and a skirt that fell to just below the knee. It was quite different from the casual clothes Aunt Maud had worn earlier, and I found myself admiring the quality of the material as I laid it across the bed.

She changed into her underwear without the slightest embarrassment, and I handed her the dress before helping her settle it over her shoulders. There was a concealed fastening at the back that required some care, and I concentrated on securing it without catching the delicate fabric.

Next came the shoes. I placed them neatly beside her feet while she sat on the upholstered chair near the dressing table, then helped with the narrow ankle straps when she asked me to.

"Now, which necklace do you think I should wear?"

The question caught me by surprise. She was holding two necklaces, one a simple string of pearls and the other a delicate silver chain with a sapphire pendant.

I hesitated before indicating the sapphire.

"That one, M'Lady. I think it goes rather nicely with the dress."

She regarded me for a moment, then smiled.

"Yes, you're right."

She handed me the necklace, and I fastened it carefully around her neck before checking that the pendant sat centrally against the silk.

Aunt Maud examined herself in the mirror, turning slightly from side to side.

"Very good, Jessica. I'm pleased with that."

"Thank you, M'Lady."

She picked up a small silver evening bag and transferred a few items into it, then glanced towards the clock.

"My car will be here shortly. I'm attending a dinner this evening, and I shan't be back until quite late. You may have the rest of the evening to yourself."

I was so surprised that I almost forgot to curtsey.

"Thank you, M'Lady."

She turned to face me, studying my appearance for a few moments. I stood with my hands folded neatly against my apron, waiting while she apparently considered something. “You will spend some of the evening learning the pledge I gave you; I want it memorised by tomorrow. Do you understand?”

"Yes, M'Lady."

She looked at me more intently. "There is still a great deal to learn over the next few weeks, but I'm satisfied with your progress so far." She paused. "Tomorrow, we'll be making a few changes to how you look."

I looked at her uncertainly.

"But there's no need to concern yourself with that this evening. We'll discuss everything in the morning."

I gathered the edges of my skirt and performed a careful curtsey.

"Thank you, M'Lady."

Aunt Maud nodded approvingly.

"Good girl, Jessica."

I left her bedroom and made my way downstairs, wondering what on earth she meant by a few changes. She had given nothing away, and I had already learned that asking too many questions was unlikely to produce an answer.

I returned to my room after a light supper with Mrs Banton and Mr Coburn. There I stood in front of the mirror for a while and practised the pledge in front of the mirror.

Later, I put on a silk nightdress and lay on the bed, and not for the first time I wondered why I was suddenly so eager to please Aunt Maud.


Chapter Four: The Makeover

The two women arrived at Chitling Mansion just after midday.

I had just finished a light luncheon in the kitchen when Mrs Banton appeared and informed me that Lady Stafford wanted me in the entrance hall immediately. I quickly checked my apron, straightened my lace headband and hurried upstairs, wondering what Aunt Maud had planned for me this time.

She was standing near the foot of the grand staircase, talking to two women dressed in immaculate white tunics and black trousers. They were both smartly presented, with neatly styled hair and discreet makeup, and beside them stood two enormous black cases on wheels. One woman appeared to be in her forties, with short blonde hair and a friendly face, while the other was considerably younger, with dark hair tied into a severe ponytail.

Aunt Maud turned as I approached.

"Ah, Jessica. There you are. Come and meet the ladies."

I stopped in front of them and performed a curtsey, lifting the sides of my skirt as I had been taught.

"Good afternoon, M'Lady."

"These ladies have come to help us with a few improvements to your appearance. You will accompany them to your room and follow their instructions precisely. I expect you to be polite and cooperative throughout. Is that understood?"

"Yes, M'Lady."

The older woman examined me with obvious professional interest, her eyes travelling over my face and hair before settling on the maid's uniform. "Well, we've certainly got something to work with," she said, smiling. "Lovely complexion, and your hair is a good length. That should make things easier."

Aunt Maud looked pleased. "I'll leave you in their capable hands, Jessica. Do exactly as you're told, and I'll see you when they've finished."

"Yes, M'Lady."

I curtseyed again before following the two women towards the staircase leading down to my bedroom. They each pulled one of the large cases behind them, the wheels rattling softly across the polished floor.

The older woman introduced herself as Caroline, while her younger colleague was called Gwen. They were friendly enough, although they appeared to have a very clear idea of what they were there to do.When we reached my bedroom, Caroline glanced around approvingly.

"Oh, this will do nicely. Plenty of room."

Gwen wheeled her case towards the vanity table while Caroline placed hers beside the bed. Before opening it, she unhooked a long garment bag that had been secured to the handle. It was made from thick cream-coloured material and was almost as long as I was tall.

She hung it carefully from the wardrobe door. I looked at the bag with growing curiosity. Its shape suggested a dress of some description.

Caroline smiled when she say the expression on my face. "All in good time, Jessica. First, we need to get you ready." She glanced at my uniform. "You can take all that off now, dear. Have a nice shower, wash thoroughly and make sure you remove every trace of your makeup."

She opened one of the cases and began removing several bottles and containers.

"When you've finished, moisturise your skin and put on a robe. Lady Stafford tells me there's a suitable one in your wardrobe." I glanced towards the cream garment bag once more, but Caroline had already turned her attention to unpacking.

"Off you go, Jessica. We'll be ready for you shortly."

I took a pink robe from the wardrobe and headed for the shower. Aunt Maud had warned me that changes would be made to my appearance, but I had imagined something fairly straightforward, perhaps a haircut and a few lessons in applying makeup properly. The arrival of two women carrying enough equipment to open a beauty salon suggested that she had something rather more ambitious in mind.

I removed my headband and apron, then carefully unfastened the maid's dress and slipped out of it. The lace underskirts followed, along with my stockings and lingerie, and I folded everything neatly. I used makeup remover on my face before stepping into the shower.

The hot water felt wonderful after another morning spent working around the mansion. I washed carefully, using the scented shower gel provided. After drying myself, I applied moisturiser to my arms, legs and body.

I put on the pale pink satin robe, tying the belt securely around my waist. It was considerably shorter and lighter than anything I would normally have worn, but by now I was growing accustomed to finding nothing but feminine clothing in my room.

When I finally stepped back into the bedroom, I stopped in surprise. It had been transformed.

The vanity table had been pulled away from the wall and surrounded by an extraordinary assortment of brushes, cosmetics, bottles and small professional-looking instruments. A portable salon chair stood in front of it, with a large illuminated mirror positioned behind. One of the cases had opened into a series of compartments containing neatly arranged makeup palettes, while the other appeared to hold hairdressing equipment, rollers, brushes and several unfamiliar electrical devices.

A small trolley had been set up beside the chair, and clean white towels were stacked neatly on top of it. Everything looked immaculate and rather expensive. The cream-coloured garment bag still hung from the wardrobe door, its contents hidden from view.

Caroline was arranging a selection of brushes when she noticed me standing in the doorway. "Ah, there you are, Jessica. Come along, dear."

She gestured towards the salon chair. "Make yourself comfortable. We've got quite a lot to do."

I was about to sit down facing the illuminated mirror when Caroline turned the chair around so that my back was towards it. "Not just yet, Jessica. Lady Stafford wants the finished result to be a surprise."

I settled into the chair, feeling the cool satin of my robe against my legs. Gwen fastened a white protective cape around my shoulders and tucked a towel into the neckline, while Caroline began examining my hair, running her fingers through it and lifting sections to inspect the length.

"Quite thick, isn't it? And a lovely natural wave. We won't need to take very much off, just shape it properly and give it a little more movement."

Gwen opened a colour chart and showed Caroline several shades before they settled on a warm blonde. I had always been dark-haired, and the idea of seeing myself with blonde hair was difficult to imagine.

Caroline explained that she intended to lighten my hair and then cut it into a feminine style that would fall softly around my face and neck. The colour would be a warm, natural-looking blonde rather than anything too dramatic, although she assured me that the difference would be considerable.

I was still trying to picture the result when she began sectioning my hair with clips.

"Now, Jessica, there's something else Lady Stafford has asked us to do while we're working." I glanced towards her. "She tells me you've been given a pledge to learn. Apparently, you're expected to know it by heart."

My stomach tightened. I'd spent part of the previous evening standing in front of my bedroom mirror, repeating the ridiculous words until I could remember most of them. Even so, the thought of reciting them in front of two complete strangers was deeply embarrassing.

"Yes, Ma'am."

"Well, this is an excellent opportunity to practise. Off you go."

I hesitated, then began reciting the pledge in the softer voice Aunt Maud had been teaching me. It was considerably harder than it had been when I was alone in my bedroom, particularly with Caroline carefully applying colour to my hair and Gwen standing beside me listening.

I managed the opening reasonably well, but halfway through I stumbled over a sentence and lost my place.

"Start that part again, dear," Caroline instructed. "And speak a little more gently."

I took a breath and repeated the passage, deliberately softening my voice. Gwen corrected a word I'd missed, and Caroline made me repeat the entire sentence until she was satisfied.

This became something of a pattern over the next hour. While Caroline worked the colour through my hair, I recited the pledge again and again, occasionally stopping when I forgot a phrase or became distracted by what was happening around me. Neither woman seemed remotely amused by the contents. They treated the exercise as seriously as Aunt Maud did, correcting my mistakes and reminding me to use my feminine voice.

By the time the colour had finished developing, I could recite almost the whole thing without hesitation.

Gwen accompanied me into the bathroom, where she carefully rinsed the colour from my hair and washed it with a pleasantly scented shampoo. She followed this with a conditioning treatment, massaging it through the strands before rinsing again. When she wrapped my hair in a towel, it felt softer and lighter than I remembered.

Back in the chair, Caroline began cutting.

I watched little pieces of hair fall onto the cape as she worked, trimming the ends and shaping the layers around my face. She took particular care with the front, explaining that the style needed to soften my features and frame my cheeks. There was a surprising amount of discussion between the two women about the angle of the cut and how best to encourage my natural waves.

Then came the hairdryer and a collection of large round brushes. Caroline lifted and rolled sections of hair as she dried them, occasionally using a heated styling tool to create soft curls. I could feel the movement of the brushes and the gentle tug of the hair being arranged around my face, but with my back to the mirror I was left to imagine the result.

"There," Caroline said at last, giving the ends a final adjustment. "That's much better."

Gwen smiled.

"Oh, she's going to look lovely."

The next stage was my nails.

Gwen removed the cape and placed a small towel across my lap before bringing over a tray containing nail files, cuticle tools and several bottles of polish. She took my hands and examined them, turning them gently beneath the light.

"You have nice long fingers, Jessica. We can give you a very elegant shape."

She filed my nails into soft ovals, carefully pushing back the cuticles and smoothing the surfaces before applying a gel to lengthen them. After a clear base coat, she selected a delicate rose-pink polish with a glossy finish.

While the polish dried, Caroline reminded me that I had stopped practising.

"Come along, Jessica. Let's hear the pledge again."

I began reciting, holding my hands carefully apart while Gwen inspected the finish. This time I managed almost all of it, although Caroline stopped me twice to correct my pronunciation and once because my voice had become too deep. She was particularly insistent that I slow down and speak clearly.

"These are promises you're making, Jessica. They should sound as though you mean them."

Once my nails were finished, Caroline moved on to my eyebrows. She studied them carefully before explaining that she intended to create a cleaner, more feminine arch. She used a combination of tweezers and careful trimming, occasionally asking me to close my eyes or lift my chin while she worked.

There was a little discomfort, particularly when she removed the stray hairs beneath each brow, but the process was surprisingly quick. Afterwards, she brushed them into place and stood back to admire her work.

"Lovely. That makes a tremendous difference."

The makeup took considerably longer than I expected. Caroline began by applying primer, explaining that good preparation made all the difference to the finished appearance. She then worked a light foundation across my skin, blending it carefully until the colour was even. A little concealer followed, then powder, subtle contouring and blusher.

I sat quietly while she worked, feeling the soft brushes moving across my cheeks and forehead.

The eye makeup required particular care. She applied a soft neutral shadow across my eyelids, blending a slightly darker shade into the crease before defining my upper lashes with a fine line of eyeliner. Then came mascara, applied much more expertly than I had managed that morning.

Finally, Caroline turned her attention to my lips. She outlined them with a pencil, then applied a soft rose lipstick, carefully shaping the colour before adding a little gloss.

"Press your lips together, Jessica. That's it. Now relax."

She stepped back and studied me for a moment.

"Almost finished."

I thought she was finally going to turn the chair around, but Gwen was already bringing over another small case.

Gwen prepared the equipment while Caroline explained that the piercings would be quick and that I would need to keep the starter earrings in while they healed. She showed me the small gold studs, which were delicate enough to be almost inconspicuous.

Gwen cleaned my first earlobe and marked the position, asking Caroline to check that it was correctly placed. Then she instructed me to keep still.

There was a brief, sharp pinch, followed by a slight warmth. I managed an uncertain smile as she moved to the other ear. The second piercing was over just as quickly, and after checking that both studs were sitting correctly, Gwen cleaned the surrounding skin and explained how I should look after them.

Caroline inspected her work with obvious satisfaction.

"Perfect. Your aunt is going to be delighted."

I touched one of the little studs cautiously, feeling its unfamiliar presence against my earlobe. It was such a small thing, yet somehow it seemed more significant than all the other changes they had made that afternoon.

Caroline finally turned her attention to the cream-coloured garment bag hanging from the wardrobe door.

"Now, Jessica, we have something rather special for you. Lady Stafford has chosen your new outfit herself, and I think you're going to love it."

She unzipped the bag carefully while Gwen cleared a space on the bed. I watched with growing curiosity as Caroline lifted out a dress wrapped in tissue paper and laid it across the pink satin coverlet.

It was a maid's dress, but quite unlike the black-and-white uniform I had been wearing since arriving at Chitling Mansion.

This one was made from sumptuous pink satin, with a fitted bodice, short puffed sleeves and an extravagantly full skirt decorated with bows, lace and frills. The material had a beautiful sheen, changing from pale rose to a deeper pink as the light caught its folds. White lace trimmed the neckline and sleeves, while a matching apron was decorated with little satin bows and a wide sash that tied at the back.

What struck me most was the length.

My regular maid's uniform fell to just below my knees. This creation looked as though it would barely reach halfway down my thighs, particularly once the underskirts were in place.

Caroline laughed. "Isn't it gorgeous? Your aunt has excellent taste."

I wasn't entirely sure that gorgeous was the word I would have chosen, although I couldn't deny that the dress was beautiful. It looked like something made for a particularly extravagant fancy-dress party, or perhaps for a young woman who enjoyed dressing as a very feminine maid.

Gwen began arranging the remaining contents of the bag across the bed.

There was a pale pink corset with satin panels, delicate lace trimming and a series of eyelets running down the back. Attached to the lower edge were six slender garter straps with little metal clips. Beside it she placed a pair of white stockings with broad lace tops, pale pink ruffled panties and three separate lace underskirts, each fuller than the last.

A pair of pink high-heeled court shoes followed, their glossy finish matching the satin of the dress. Then came an elaborate lace headband decorated with a small pink bow.

Finally, Caroline removed a narrow pink collar from a velvet pouch. It appeared to be made from soft leather, with a polished silver buckle and a matching lead. Across the front, in carefully engraved silver lettering, were the words:

M'Lady's Maid

She placed it carefully on the dressing table, with the lead coiled beside it.

I stood and untied my robe, feeling rather self-conscious as I handed it to Gwen. She gave me the pink panties first, which were soft and decorated with little layers of lace around the hips. I stepped into them and drew them into place, noticing how different they were from the practical white underwear I had been wearing beneath my everyday uniform.

Then came the corset.

Caroline held it open while I stepped into position, and Gwen began fastening the hooks along the front. The pale pink satin felt smooth against my skin, but the garment itself was surprisingly substantial, with firm panels running vertically through its construction.

"Stand up straight, Jessica. Shoulders back."

I obeyed, holding myself upright while Caroline moved behind me and began working on the laces. At first, I felt only a gentle pressure around my waist. Then she pulled the cords tighter, and the corset began to draw itself firmly around my middle.

I took a deep breath.

"Steady, dear," Caroline said. "Keep breathing normally. We want to give you a lovely shape, not make you uncomfortable."

She worked gradually, tightening one section and then another, while Gwen checked the alignment of the front panels. With each adjustment, I could feel the corset drawing in my waist and encouraging me to stand straighter.

Caroline tied the laces securely and tucked the ends away before stepping back.

I looked down at myself. My waist appeared noticeably narrower, while the structured shape of the corset gave my upper body a more feminine outline. The effect was particularly apparent when Gwen held the pink dress against me to check the fit.

"That's lovely," she said. "The dress is going to sit beautifully."

Next came the stockings.

Gwen handed me the first one, and I sat carefully on the edge of the bed to put it on. The white material was soft and fine, with a broad band of delicate lace around the top. I gathered it between my hands, slipped my foot inside and slowly drew it up my leg, smoothing the fabric until it sat neatly against my thigh and then fastened the garters.

When both were on, I stood. "Take a few steps, Jessica," Caroline instructed.

I walked towards the wardrobe and back, discovering that the combination of corset, stockings and garters made me unusually conscious of my posture.

"Very good. Now the underskirts."

There were three of them, each made from layers of white lace and fine material. Gwen helped me step into the first, fastening it at my waist before adding the second and third. By the time she had finished, the skirts stood out around my hips in an enormous cloud of lace.

Caroline lifted the pink satin dress from the bed and carefully unfastened the back. Gwen held the underskirts in place while I stepped into it, then the two women helped guide the bodice over the corset and arrange the puffed sleeves around my shoulders.

As Caroline fastened the back, I could feel the satin settling against the structured corset, while the skirt spread out over the three layers of lace beneath. Gwen spent several minutes adjusting the frills and ensuring that the white underskirts showed evenly below the pink hem.

The dress was every bit as short as I had feared, but the fullness of the skirt made it appear almost doll-like, with layers of white lace peeping out beneath the satin.

Then came the apron, a beautifully made little thing with lace edging and a wide pink bow at the back. Caroline tied it carefully around my waist, making sure it sat centrally over the skirt before arranging the sash into a perfect bow.

"Now the shoes."

Gwen placed the pink court shoes in front of me. I had grown reasonably comfortable walking in my black maid's shoes, but these were considerably higher. Their slender heels looked particularly intimidating, and I hesitated before slipping my feet into them.

"Take my hand," Gwen offered.

I stood carefully, feeling myself lifted several inches above my usual height. The shoes fitted perfectly, although I had to concentrate on my balance as I took my first tentative steps.

Caroline watched me walk across the room.

"Smaller steps, Jessica. Don't rush. The corset will help you keep your posture, and you'll soon get used to the heels."

I tried again, shortening my stride and keeping my shoulders relaxed. The great cloud of satin and lace moved around my thighs with every step, and the little heels made a distinctive tapping sound against the floor.

She returned me to the salon chair for the finishing touches.

Gwen carefully arranged my newly blonde hair, teasing the soft curls into position and allowing a few strands to frame my face. Then she fitted the lace maid's headband, adjusting the little pink bow so that it sat neatly above my forehead.

A final touch of powder, another careful application of lipstick and a little perfume completed the transformation. Caroline examined me from several angles, straightening one last frill and smoothing the front of my apron.

"There. I think we're finished."

She exchanged a satisfied glance with Gwen, who was already moving towards the mirror.

"Ready to see yourself, Jessica?"

I nodded, although my heart had begun to beat rather faster. Caroline took my hand and guided me towards the mirror, positioning me directly in front of it. For several seconds, I simply stared.

I hardly recognised the person looking back at me.

The most startling difference was my hair. Jessica now had beautifully styled blonde curls falling softly around her face and neck. The colour seemed to brighten my complexion, while the shaped eyebrows, carefully applied eye makeup, and glossy pink lips gave my face an unmistakably feminine appearance.

My newly pierced ears glittered with tiny gold studs.

But it was the outfit that made the transformation so extraordinary.

The pink satin dress was magnificent, its fitted bodice and narrow waist contrasting with the enormous, frilled skirt beneath. Layers of white lace spilt from the hem, while the little apron and matching headband completed an appearance that seemed almost impossibly feminine. My white stockings and pink heels made my legs look longer and more elegant, and the corset held me in a posture that was elegant and distinctly girlish.

I turned slowly to one side, watching the skirt move, then looked over my shoulder to see the enormous bow at the back. The two women stood quietly behind me, allowing me to take everything in.

I had thought the black-and-white uniform was a dramatic change from my ordinary clothes, but this was something else entirely. The reflection showed a pretty blonde maid dressed in pink satin, lace and ribbons, looking as though she had stepped out of an elaborate costume catalogue.

Caroline moved beside me and smiled at our reflections.

"Well, Jessica? What do you think?"

I opened my mouth, then closed it again. I couldn't think of anything clever to say.

I looked back at the girl in the mirror, at her beautifully made-up face, her pink dress and her newly pierced ears.

It was difficult to believe that she was me.

But she was.


Chapter Five: The Sissy Claiming Ceremony

The door opened, and Aunt Maud entered.

Even after everything that had happened that weekend, she still had the ability to command a room simply by walking into it.

She was wearing an elegant evening dress in deep burgundy silk, cut to flatter her tall figure without showing too much. The colour suited her beautifully, and with her dark hair swept up and a pair of high heels adding still more height, she looked statuesque. A necklace caught the light at her throat, and her makeup was immaculate.

She stopped just inside the room and looked at me.

For a moment, nobody spoke. Caroline and Gwen stood a little to one side, clearly waiting for her verdict, while I remained in front of the mirror in my outrageous pink satin maid’s dress, trying not to shrink beneath Aunt Maud’s steady gaze.

“Good heavens,” she said at last. “What a transformation.”

My cheeks warmed instantly. However many times I looked at myself in the mirror, I still found it difficult to believe that the blonde creature in pink satin and lace was really me, and hearing Aunt Maud say it aloud made the whole thing feel even more unreal.

Her gaze moved over the dress, the carefully arranged frills, the stockings, the heels and finally my face. “Curtsey for me, Jessica.”

I gathered the sides of my pink skirt, which felt absurdly full over the layers of lace beneath, and performed the best curtsey I could manage in the high heels.

Aunt Maud gave a small nod of approval. “Much better. Your posture has improved too.” There was a little pause, and then she turned to the stylists. “Thank you, ladies. I am extremely satisfied. I think we can manage from here. You might want to take your places in the ballroom.”

The two women nodded and left. Aunt Maud let her eyes linger on me for another moment before crossing calmly to the vanity table.

Only then did I notice what she was looking at.

The pink collar lay exactly where Caroline had placed it, beside the coiled lead. Under the softer light of the bedroom it looked somehow more serious than it had before. The silver letters on the front caught the light as Aunt Maud picked it up.

She turned back towards me, holding the collar lightly in both hands.

“Come here, Jessica.”

I obeyed at once, the satin skirt brushing against my thighs. I stopped in front of her, close enough to smell her perfume.

Aunt Maud looked into my face for a moment, studying me with an expression that was difficult to read. There was satisfaction in it, certainly, but also something more formal, as though we had reached a point she had anticipated from the moment I arrived at Chitling Mansion.

“Lift your chin.”

I did so.

She placed the collar around my neck with practised care, drawing the soft pink band into place against my skin. I felt the cool touch of the leather, then the firmer pressure as she adjusted it so that it sat neatly and comfortably. Her fingers brushed the back of my neck as she fastened the buckle.

My breath caught slightly.

The collar was not tight, but I was acutely aware of it. The sensation was unlike the black ribbon choker I had worn before. This felt more significant. I could feel its presence with every swallow, every breath, every tiny movement of my head.

Aunt Maud stepped back just enough to examine the effect.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “That is exactly right.”

She picked up the lead and clipped it to the little ring at the front of the collar with a soft click that seemed unnaturally loud in the stillness of the room.

My heart had begun to beat rather faster, though whether from embarrassment, anticipation or some more complicated mixture of the two, I could not have said.

Aunt Maud, for her part, appeared perfectly composed.

She let the lead rest lightly in her hand and regarded me with calm approval, as though there were nothing in the least unusual about fastening a pink collar around her nephew’s neck and admiring the result.

Or perhaps that was precisely the point. In her world, at least for tonight, there was nothing unusual about it at all. I was Jessica. I was dressed as her maid. And this, clearly, was the final part of making that role complete.

She lifted one hand and adjusted a curl near my cheek, her fingers light and controlled.

“The guests are all waiting,” she said.

Aunt Maud gave the lead the gentlest suggestion of a pull.

“Come along, Jessica,” she said. “It’s time.”

She led me from the bedroom with calm assurance. The high heels made each step precarious, and the corset forced me to hold myself in a straighter, more feminine posture. The dress rustled softly around my thighs, the layers of lace beneath it giving the skirt a constant, delicate movement, while the collar remained at the centre of my awareness, light against my throat and impossible to forget.

We moved through the quieter parts of the house first, along corridors that were already familiar to me, then towards a wing of the mansion I had not yet seen. The air seemed subtly different there, warmer somehow, touched by the hum of voices and the distant clink of glass. With every step, I became more aware that we were approaching not simply another room, but the moment towards which the entire weekend had been drawing me.

At the end of a wide corridor stood a pair of tall glass doors. On either side of them waited two maids in ordinary black-and-white uniforms, both neat and composed, both standing with their hands folded before them. Compared with my own outfit, they looked almost severe in their simplicity, and for a moment I felt a foolish flash of envy. Their skirts were sensible, their aprons plain, their collars unadorned. They looked like proper maids.

As Aunt Maud approached, the two women dipped their heads respectfully and pulled the doors open.

The ballroom beyond was awash with warm light.

It was a magnificent room, far larger than I had expected, with a polished wooden floor, crystal chandeliers and long windows dressed in heavy silk curtains.

At one end, a small ensemble was playing something soft and refined, though the music faltered and then ceased altogether as Aunt Maud led me through the doorway. Clusters of guests stood about the room in evening dress, holding champagne glasses and talking in low, elegant voices. There were perhaps forty or fifty of them, maybe more, and every single face turned towards me.

I felt the silence as keenly as if it were a physical thing, settling over the ballroom in a wave. My first instinct was to lower my head, but I resisted it. Even so, I could feel heat rising beneath my makeup as I became the centre of so many watchful eyes.

Some of the guests I recognised at once. My mother, of course, stood near the front in a dark evening dress, a champagne flute held delicately in one hand. She was looking at me with an expression of unmistakable pride, which I found almost more disconcerting than if she had looked embarrassed.

There were others too, faces I knew from newspapers and television. A silver-haired politician whom my father occasionally grumbled about over dinner was standing near the fireplace. A well-known actress I had seen interviewed countless times was beside him, elegant in black velvet. Elsewhere I glimpsed a man I was fairly certain was a television presenter, and another woman whose face I recognised from some panel show or other. They were all looking at me with an attentive curiosity that made me feel exposed.

Aunt Maud drew me to a stop in the centre of the polished floor, where everybody could see me clearly. The lead remained light in her hand, more symbolic than necessary, but its presence made the whole thing feel all the more formal. I stood where she placed me, feeling the ball of my foot shift slightly inside one pink heel, hearing the faint rustle of my satin skirt in the silence.

Then Aunt Maud turned to the assembled guests.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she said, her voice carrying through the room with practised ease, “thank you for joining me this evening. Some of you know that my nephew Harry has recently been in need of rather firm guidance. I am pleased to say that he has shown far greater promise under proper supervision than many of us may have expected.”

A faint ripple of amusement moved through the room. Aunt Maud rested one hand lightly on my shoulder.

“It gives me great pleasure to present Jessica.”

There was a murmur then, soft and interested, and I became even more conscious of my appearance. The blonde curls, the pink satin dress, the lace underskirts, the stockings, the heels, the collar. Everything about me had been designed to make an impression, and judging by the intent silence that had followed, it had succeeded.

Aunt Maud turned to me.

“Jessica,” she said, in the voice she used when she expected precise obedience, “you will curtsey and then speak your pledge. When you have finished, you will curtsey again.”

My mouth felt dry.

“Yes, M’Lady.”

I gathered the sides of my skirt as she had taught me, lifting them just enough to clear the lace beneath, and performed my curtsey. My knees bent smoothly, my head inclined, and I felt, rather than saw, the attention of the room fixed upon me.

When I straightened, the ballroom was still utterly silent.

I took a breath.

Then, in the softened feminine voice I had practised until it felt almost natural, I began.

"I acknowledge that my former life was one of selfishness, disobedience and irresponsibility. I took advantage of the privileges given to me, disregarded the wishes of those who cared for me and failed to conduct myself with the dignity expected of a member of my family.

"I have been given an opportunity to change, and I accept that opportunity with gratitude and humility.

"From this day forward, I shall be known as Jessica.

"I accept my feminine name and the responsibilities that accompany it. I shall no longer regard my femininity as something to hide but as an essential part of the person I am becoming.

"I pledge to live as a girl, to present myself as feminine at all times and to conduct myself with the grace and modesty expected of a well-brought-up young lady.

"I shall take pride in my feminine appearance, attending carefully to my hair, makeup, clothing and personal grooming. I shall wear the clothes chosen for me with pleasure and dignity, remembering that true femininity is reflected not only in appearance but also in manners, behaviour and consideration for others.

"I shall endeavour to walk gracefully, sit correctly, speak gently and maintain a pleasant, feminine manner in everything I do.

"I shall practise my curtsey until it becomes as natural as walking, offering it whenever appropriate as a gesture of courtesy, respect and gratitude.

"I acknowledge Lady Maud Stafford as my Mistress and accept my place as her personal maid.

"I pledge to serve my Mistress faithfully and to the very best of my abilities.

"I shall attend to her personal needs, care for her wardrobe, prepare her clothing, assist with her dressing and grooming, and undertake whatever household duties are properly assigned to me.

"I shall approach every task with care and attention.

"I shall keep my uniform clean and immaculate, my apron neatly tied and my appearance presentable throughout my duties.

"I shall address my Mistress as M'Lady and speak to her with courtesy and respect. I shall obey her instructions promptly, listen carefully to her guidance and accept correction without complaint or argument.

"I pledge to embrace my femininity with sincerity and to continue learning how to become a better girl and a better maid.

"I shall take pleasure in becoming graceful, elegant and well-mannered. I shall accept compliments with gratitude, corrections with humility and praise with a sincere desire to deserve it.

"I shall remember that being called a good girl is a recognition of my efforts and an encouragement to continue improving.

"I accept this collar as the ceremonial symbol of my new identity, my responsibilities and the promises I make today.

"It shall remind me of the girl I have chosen to become, the standards I have pledged to maintain and the trust my Mistress has placed in me.

"I am Jessica.

"I am a girl.

"I am M'Lady's maid.

"And I shall endeavour to be a good girl, always."

I finished speaking and stood quietly for a moment, almost surprised that I had managed to remember everything. My voice had trembled slightly at first, particularly when I acknowledged Aunt Maud as my Mistress, but as I continued, the words had come more easily. By the final sentences, I was speaking clearly enough for everyone in the ballroom to hear.

I glanced towards my mother. She was smiling, and I could see that she was pleased, although I still found it difficult to understand how she could be so proud of seeing me as a pretty blonde maid, wearing a pink collar and publicly promising to live as a girl.

I gathered the edges of my satin skirt, lifting them just enough to reveal the layers of white lace beneath, and carefully placed one foot behind the other. With my back straight and my head gently inclined, I lowered myself into the deepest and most graceful curtsey I had managed all weekend.

I remained perfectly still, my blonde curls falling softly around my face, before rising to my full height and folding my hands neatly in front of my apron.

For a moment, the ballroom was silent. Then somebody began to applaud, and within seconds the entire room had joined in. The sound echoed beneath the enormous crystal chandeliers, and I stood there feeling my cheeks burn as the guests smiled and raised their champagne glasses towards me.

Aunt Maud waited until it had subsided before turning towards me.

"Very well done, Jessica. I'm pleased with you. You've made a lovely impression on our guests."

"Thank you, M'Lady," I replied.

She reached towards my collar and carefully unclipped the lead. I felt the slight release of pressure as the little silver fastening came away, although the pink collar itself remained securely around my neck, its engraved lettering resting against my throat.

"Now, Jessica, you will go to the kitchen and join the other maids. Mrs Banton has everything prepared for dinner, and you will assist with serving our guests. Remember your training, and do try not to spill anything on those pretty clothes."

I gathered the edges of my satin skirt and performed another graceful curtsey.

"Yes, M'Lady."

Aunt Maud nodded and stepped aside to allow me to pass.

I turned towards the glass doors, suddenly conscious of the many eyes following me across the ballroom. My pink heels clicked softly against the polished floor, and the little satin skirt swished around my thighs as I walked, trying to maintain the posture and feminine grace I had spent so many hours practising.

At the doors, the two maids in their ordinary black-and-white uniforms stood ready to let me through. I offered them a small smile as they opened the doors, then made my way towards the kitchen.

I was Jessica now. And I had duties to perform for M’Lady.
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