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Maid Duties 101

I woke when the alarm went off.

The morning before, I had woken too early, all nerves and dread, listening to the wind move around the roof and wondering whether I had made the worst decision of my life. This time, I came up from deep sleep slowly, as if my body had finally given up arguing with itself and collapsed properly. To be honest, I was so tired last night I could have quite easily slept away the week. The alarm sounded from the bedside table, a small, polite noise that somehow still managed to feel intrusive.

The first thing I noticed was the nightdress.

The red fabric lay against my skin in a cool, soft weight, far lighter than the bedding which had fallen to the floor and far more noticeable. It had warmed during the night, and the silk seemed to have settled over me as if it was infusing something into my skin, something feminine and all consuming.

I could feel the straps on my shoulders, the smoothness across my stomach, the delicate brush of the peignoir where it had slipped to one side. I had never slept in anything like it before. I’d slept in old T-shirts, boxers, occasionally jeans like most guys my age. We didn’t do elegant nightwear. Sophie, however, apparently slept in deep red silk and woke with the strange certainty that her skin had become strangely more sensitive overnight.

I noticed my chest.

At first, I thought it was the fabric snagging at my chest. The nightdress touched me differently there, and my nipples were hard beneath it, which was embarrassing enough without anyone else being in the room. But there was more to it than that. A tenderness. A faint ache. A softness under the skin that had not been there before, or at least not in a way I had ever noticed. The cups of the gown seemed to hug me there and it was nice…I cannot lie.

I lay still, staring up at the sloped ceiling.

The alarm continued.

I reached up before I had properly woken, my fingers brushing the front of the nightdress. The sensation made me draw in a shaky breath. The nipples were very sensitive, almost painfully so. The skin around them felt changed too. Not dramatically. Not like waking up with a pair of fully formed breasts, which would at least have had the advantage of showing me clearly that my body was changing. This was subtler. A small swell. A softness. A suggestion.

I sat up with a start.

The peignoir slid from my shoulder, and the movement pulled the fabric of the negligee across my chest again. I looked down, holding my breath.

There was definitely something there.

I do not want to exaggerate. I had not transformed overnight into one of the glamorous girls Emma had hinted at, nor into Emma herself, with all her neatness and certainty. But my chest no longer looked quite as flat as it had when I arrived. The effect from Miss Gilbert’s treatment had been described as temporary and slight. There was a softness beneath the nightdress, just enough to change how the fabric rested. Just enough to make me feel that my body had begun to change while I slept.

I touched myself again, more cautiously. It brought a lump to my throat. I don’t know if it was panic, that things had gone too far, or something else.

The sensitivity made me shiver. “Oh,” I said aloud, and the voice that came out was soft and light. That did it. I was suddenly fully awake. Memories returned. The salon. Miss Gilbert. The hair removal. The little click of the cage. The fillers. The earrings. The nails. Emma laying out the uniform. The stockings. The corset. The mirror. Sophie. Lunch. Mrs Clarke gushing. Fran making me stand and turn. The ladies’ room. Lipstick. Curtseys.

I turned off the alarm.

The room was much quieter than the morning before. There was still wind, because the Winter Tide seemed to consider wind part of its basic structure, but it no longer battered the glass. A grey light came through the attic window and I could hear the screech of gulls in the distance.

I swung my legs out of bed and immediately felt my calves protest.

That was the second thing I noticed. My body ached in many small, accusing places. Calves, arches, thighs, lower back, shoulders. The heels had obviously left a deep strain that my calves had not yet recovered from. The corset had taught my back a lesson it had not forgotten either. Even my hands felt different, partly because of the nails and partly because I had spent the previous afternoon trying to hold them in positions that didn’t feel natural.

I stood carefully.

The cage was still there, of course. I could feel it beneath the nightdress, a small, constant fact. In the morning, it felt even stranger, perhaps because sleep had briefly allowed me to forget it. Not entirely, but enough that waking returned it to me with fresh clarity.

The bathroom routine felt different too.

I used it the ladies’ way, as Emma had instructed me. I sat down without thinking, lifting the nightdress and keeping the fabric clear, then patted myself dry when I finished. Nobody was there to see whether I did it properly, which somehow made it more private and more serious. It was becoming a habit already, or at least the beginning of one.

I showered next.

The hot water was a relief, especially on my aching calves. I stood under it longer than I should have, letting it run over my shoulders, chest and legs. My skin still felt absurdly smooth. The sensation of water on it was different, sharper, more direct. I could feel my body with a lingering awareness. My face was tender in places. My ears gave a small throb when the towel brushed the studs. My chest, again, was sensitive enough that I had to be careful.

I looked in the mirror before putting on the robe.

Sophie looked tired.

She looked feminine, yes, softened and altered and strange to me still, but tired in a human way. Her hair looked unruly after rubbing it dry. Her lips looked full even without fresh colour. Her eyes were a little puffy from deep sleep. The earrings caught the bathroom light. The face was less shocking than it had been in Miss Gilbert’s salon, but that did not mean I had grown used to it.

The white robe was hanging on the door again.

I put it on, tying the belt without needing to think quite so hard this time. The material touched my smooth skin, and I remembered how strange it had felt the morning before. Now it felt almost familiar. Not normal, exactly. I was not ready to give in that much. But familiar enough that I did not stand there for a full minute wondering whether I had been replaced by someone from a dream. I picked up the negligee and peignoir and took them back to the bedroom, folding them gently and laying them across the pillow. I straightened the duvet and looked out the window at the grey morning.

At half past six, Emma knocked.

I was at the desk, sitting upright without meaning to.

The door opened, and there she was with a breakfast tray, already dressed and composed, looking as if mornings were something she welcomed. Her black satin uniform was perfect, her apron smooth, her hair neat, her makeup light but fresh. I wondered if she had ever looked the way I felt, rumpled, sore and startled by changes in my body.

“Good morning, Sophie.”

I still felt the name, but it did not jolt me quite as sharply.

“Good morning, Emma.”

She looked at me properly while setting down the tray. “You slept.”

“I think I died briefly.”

“It was a long day for you. How do you feel?”

“I ache from head to toe.”

Breakfast was tea, toast, fruit, yoghurt and a boiled egg again. I was almost pleased to see it. The previous day I had felt as if breakfast were the pause before my final execution. This morning it felt like part of a normal routine. That was an improvement.

Emma opened the wardrobe while I ate.

“What are we doing today?” I asked.

“First-floor bedrooms,” she said, taking out pieces of clothing and laying them on the bed. “We’re preparing them for opening next week. Beds, bathrooms, surfaces, carpets, final checks. Nothing glamorous. Best to get them out the way now before everything starts to get chaotic.”

She laid out my clothes with care. Fresh black satin panties. Anther corset with a slightly different design. Stockings. Garter straps. Underskirt. A new maid dress. White apron. Shoes.

Emma noticed me looking at it.

“It’s less frightening the second time.”

“Is it?”

“No. Maybe not. You did really well yesterday.”

After breakfast, she took me to the vanity table. “Makeup first. Skincare and face first. Then dressing. That’s the usual order. Tomorrow, you will do this yourself before coming down.” I turned in the chair. “Yes. You will. You’ll rise at six, shower, do your own makeup, dress yourself and come down to breakfast for seven.”

“I can’t possibly do all that.”

“And you won’t be able to unless you practice on your own. It’s not as difficult as you think and while the hotel is empty you have a little grace so getting it wrong won’t be such a catastrophe.”

Emma began with moisturiser. She put a small amount on the back of my hand and showed me how little was needed, then made me apply it myself under her supervision. Upward movements. Gentle around the eyes. Do not pull at the skin. Do not slap it on like fence paint.

“Slowly,” she said. “You’re not plastering a wall.”

Then came a light base, barely enough to cover anything but enough to even the skin. Emma explained as she worked: where to blend, how to check the jawline, why too much always looks worse than too little. She let me hold the brush and then took it back when I looked as if I were dusting a shelf. Brows were next, only tidied with a little pencil and brush. Then a soft touch around the eyes. Then lips.

“Day makeup,” she said. “Pretty, clean, not distracting.”

I looked in the mirror.

Sophie looked fresher. That was the word. Not made up in an evening way, not dramatic, but smoother and more awake. The small improvements made me uneasy because they were so effective and took so little time. I could see how easily the face could become a mask.

Dressing came next.

I wish I could say putting on the uniform the second time was less drammatic. It should have been. I knew the order now. I knew what the pieces were. But the absence of ceremony made it intimate in another way. The uniform was no longer something magical and strange. It was my clothing.

The black satin panties came first, cool over my hips, requiring the same careful adjustment around the cage. I managed more of it myself this time, though Emma checked the line with a practical glance that still made me blush.

The corset followed. It wrapped around me with the same firm purpose as before. Emma fastened the front and moved behind me to draw in the laces. I knew what to expect this time but that made the sensation no less strange. My waist came in, my back straightened, my breathing changed.

“Too tight?” she asked.

The stockings took longer because I was all fingers and thumbs at this time in the morning. Roll, place over the toes, ease up the foot, ankle, calf, knee, thigh. No snagging. No rushing. My nails made me cautious, but I was less clumsy than the day before. When I attached the garters, I felt a small stupid flicker of accomplishment.

Emma saw it. “There. You can learn.”

The underskirt rustled when I stepped into it, the stiff lace brushing the tops of my thighs. Then the dress. Black satin, white sleeves, fitted bodice, the skirt falling into shape over the underskirt. There were delicate bows on the sides of the skirt with this outfit. Emma zipped me up, tied the apron, adjusted my sleeves, checked my collar and turned me towards the mirror.

Yesterday, the uniform had announced itself with almost a fanfare. Today, it settled more quickly. My body remembered parts of it. The corset. The stockings. The pull at the waist. The shortness of the skirt. The apron resting against my front. The way my hands wanted to clasp themselves properly because that was how you were supposed to stand.

Once the heels were on, I stood and held the edge of the vanity table for a second. The ache in my calves made the position sharper, but not impossible. I found my balance more quickly than I expected.

Emma nodded. “Good.”

She styled my hair with quick efficiency and then placed a lace hair band just above the fringe. “There,” she said. “You’ve earned your crown.”

We left the attic and took the back lift down to the first floor. I walked more slowly than Emma, but at least with a modicum of grace. I could hear her voice from the day before. Smaller steps. Knees soft. Let the skirt move. Don’t fight it.

The first-floor corridor was quieter than the service areas and less grand than the public rooms, though still far beyond any hotel I had stayed in. Thick carpet. Framed prints. Wall lights. Doors were evenly spaced, each with its own polished numbers. The air smelled faintly of pine.

Emma unlocked a small room at the end of the corridor.

“This is the floor store.”

Inside were shelves of folded sheets, pillowcases, towels, bathrobes, boxes of complimentary soaps, shampoos, conditioners, spare glasses, cloths, brushes, gloves, cleaning bottles, little sewing kits, shoe cloths, laundry bags and more items than I could immediately process. Everything was labelled. The Winter Tide did not believe in mystery when a label could be applied.

“Each floor has one,” Emma said. “Stock levels are checked every morning when the hotel is open. If something is low, you record it. If something spills, breaks or goes missing, you record it. If you think someone else probably recorded it, record it anyway.”

“So, record everything?”

“Exactly.”

We began with Room Six.

Emma showed me the standard setup first. Curtains opened. Bed stripped and remade with fresh linen. Pillows arranged correctly. Bedspread checked. Bathroom cleaned and stocked. Towels folded. Complimentary soaps placed precisely. Glasses checked. Bins emptied. Surfaces wiped. Mirror polished. Carpet vacuumed when everything else was done. Sometimes guests had preferences like fresh flowers every day or certain types of coffee or drinks for the mini bar.

“Most rooms are set the same,” she said, “so basically it’s just rinse and repeat until everything is done. When guests leave we have a set itinerary to prepare for the next.”

Making a bed properly turned out to be a discipline in itself.

Everyone has made a bed, or at least dragged a duvet over it. Not at the Winter Tide. Emma stripped the bed with quick, clean movements, then made me help with the fresh sheet. Corners mattered. Tension and symmetry were key. Pillow placement mattered in a way that made me wonder what would happen if I got it wrong and had a pillow just two centimetres to the left.

She showed me hospital corners, then made me do them. My nails got in the way. The corset made bending awkward and shortened my breath. The skirt brushed my thighs and reminded me constantly of what I was wearing. The heels were not suited to leaning over beds, or anything else for that matter.

By the fourth room, I was hot, frustrated and beginning to understand why Emma had looked so polished and yet so strong beneath it. The constant movement, bending, straightening, carrying, smoothing, checking, walking, kneeling, standing back, doing it again. The uniform made the work more exacting, because it demanded that I remain aware of myself while doing it.

“You’re flashing your panties,” Emma would say. “Bend your knees a little unless you want to give the male guests a thrill.”

At some point, in Room Nine, I caught sight of myself in a bathroom mirror while wiping the basin. I was bent slightly, cloth in hand, lips parted in concentration, hair falling softly near my cheek, apron tied, skirt full behind me. What startled me was the way I moved. I reached for the tap carefully because of the nails. I shifted my weight in the heels without thinking. I smoothed my skirt before crouching. I did not sprawl or stomp or fling my arms around. It was not grace, not yet, but it was no longer entirely Colin.

Emma called from the bedroom.

“Sophie?” Come here a moment.”

I followed her voice to the open balcony doors.

The room had one of the sea-facing balconies, and the moment I stepped outside, the wind caught me. It was not a storm wind, but it was sharp and playful in a way I did not appreciate. It came up from below the cliff, rushed around the balcony and went straight under my skirt.

I screeched. There is no elegant way to explain. I made a high, startled noise, clutched at the front of my skirt and dragged it down with both hands while the underskirt flared and the stockings flashed in the cold air.

Emma laughed.

“Emma!”

“I’m sorry,” she said, though she plainly was not. “But your face.”

“It is not funny.”

“It is a little funny.”

I stood there holding my skirt down as if the sea itself were trying to look up it. Emma leaned against the balcony rail, perfectly at ease, her own skirt apparently having reached some private agreement with the wind.

“One of the perks of being a girl,” she said.

“Having the weather attack your underwear?”

“Being reminded you’re wearing pretty things.”

I looked at her. She smiled out at the sea.

The view was astonishing. Grey water, white lines of foam, rocks below, gulls moving in the wind, the sky high and pale after the storm. The air smelled of salt and wet stone. My legs were cold where the wind had found them, and I was still holding the skirt down with more urgency than dignity.

After a moment, I asked, “Emma?”

“Yes?”

“What actually goes on here?”

She did not answer immediately.

“I mean, I know some of it,” I said. “Guests. Girls. Private dinners. Parties. But what happens?”

Emma looked at me then, and for a moment the laughter faded from her face. “All sorts.” The wind moved around us again, though this time I was ready for it. Emma turned back to the sea. “You’ll see,” she said.

We worked until lunch.

By then I had made beds badly, then less badly, learned to fold towels in a way that made them look relatively neat, polished mirrors until my arm ached, restocked soaps, wiped surfaces, discovered dust in places I would never have considered looking, and been told three times not to put a cloth down on the wrong surface. The final room was not perfect, but Emma said it would pass a first check, which I decided to take as a triumph because otherwise I might have thrown myself out the window.

Lunch was in the kitchen again. Mrs Clarke had made something simple and hot, though I barely noticed what it was at first because sitting down felt so good. Emma and I took our places at the table, and I remembered to smooth my skirt before sitting. Mrs Clarke noticed.

“Look at that,” she said. “Learning already.”

I blushed.

We had not been sitting long when Mrs Clarke said, “Silver wants doing this afternoon.”

Emma’s face changed. “Oh, no.”

“Yes.”

“Surely not all of it.”

“All that’s on the sideboard list, plus the private dining set.”

Emma closed her eyes briefly. “Worst job in the world.”

Mrs Clarke put plates in front of us. “You’ll live, my dear.”

“At least we get to sit down,” Emma said, turning to me. “That is the only mercy.”

After lunch, Mrs Clarke produced cotton pinafores for us to wear over our dresses so they wouldn’t get messy. They were plain, practical and not especially flattering, but they fulfilled their purpose.

The pinafore changed the feel of the uniform at once, making me look less like the polished maid from the mirror and more like someone expected to do an actual afternoon’s work. There was something oddly pleasing about that..

We sat around the kitchen table with cloths, polish, trays of cutlery, candlesticks, serving pieces and other dining items whose names I did not know. Mrs Clarke demonstrated once, then watched me do it, giving me a small nod.

Emma, who had claimed to hate the work, was annoyingly good at it. Her hands moved steadily, cloth turning black in places, silver gradually brightening. She showed me how to hold a fork so the prongs were properly cleaned, how to avoid leaving fingerprints, how to set finished pieces on a clean cloth.

The afternoon became repetitive in a way that was almost soothing.

Polish. Rub. Turn. Check. Buff. Set aside. Repeat.

The kitchen was warm. Mrs Clarke worked nearby, occasionally singing half a line of something under her breath and then stopping as if she had caught herself being cheerful. Emma talked a little, mostly about practical things. Which rooms mattered most. Why François became intolerable before big dinners. Why George could fix almost anything but never without making some sort of fuss.

At some point, I noticed my hands.

The pale pink nails looked strange against the silver and the blackened cloth, but also pretty. There was no other word for it. Pretty hands doing dull work. I turned a spoon and saw my face warped in the curved reflection: red-brown hair, soft lips, white sleeves, cotton pinafore. I looked like a girl in a story who had been given too much polishing and not enough explanation.

Around four o’clock, George came into the kitchen.

I almost did not recognise him at first.

The George who had collected me from the station had worn a dark coat, rain on his shoulders and was in filthy a mood. This George wore a dark chauffeur’s suit that made him look broader and more formal. He held a chauffeur’s cap under one arm and had shaved, or at least made an effort too. He was the swarthy type. Good luck epilating him if you got the chance.

Mrs Clarke looked up. “Off, are you?”

“Aye,” he said. “Going to pick up the Mistress.”

My heart skipped a beat, thought I knew this moment was going to arrive at some point.  Miss McFadden was coming back. My hand tightened around the cloth.

George noticed me then. His eyes moved from my face to the pinafore, to the uniform beneath it, to my hands on the silver, with a slow curiosity that made the heat rise in my face.

“Well,” he said. “That’s a change.” Emma looked down at her polishing, smiling slightly.

Mrs Clarke said, “Don’t start.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were thinking plenty.”

George’s mouth twitched. He looked at me again. “Sophie now, is it?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Good luck, Sophie,” he said and put on the chauffeur’s cap and left.

Mrs Clarke clapped her hands once. “Right. You two. Go and tidy yourselves up.”

Emma was already standing. “Yes, Mrs Clarke.”

I looked at Emma, and she looked back with sympathy, but there was no softness that could remove what was coming. The woman whose rules had shaped every part of my first day and whose absence had filled the hotel more completely than most people’s presence, was on her way back.

This time, I would not be sitting in my London bedroom behind a laptop.

This time, I would be standing in her hotel, dressed as Sophie.

And she would see exactly what had become of me.


Mistress Arrives

I had imagined meeting Mistress McFadden a few times before she actually returned to the hotel.

That is probably understandable. She had been present in my life before I met her properly, which sounds dramatic, but was true. She was in the advert. She was in the email. She was in the interview where she had made me stand back from the laptop and turn around like something being considered for decoration. She was in every rule Emma explained, every sharp glance from Fran, every room that had to be prepared in a certain way, every label on a shelf, every folded towel, every spoon that had to be polished until it reflected the world like a mirror.

I had already heard her voice. I had already answered her as Mistress.

But I had not yet stood in front of her as Sophie. That filled me with a quiet dread. What if I didn’t pass the test? What if she looked at me and laughed and said cruelly ‘you will not do’?

That was the part my mind kept returning to while Emma hurried me down the corridor towards the ladies’ room. George had only just left the kitchen in his chauffeur’s suit, saying he was going to pick up the Mistress, and already the hotel seemed to have tightened it something more than it normally was, or had been in my time there. It was not panic exactly. No one ran about screaming. The Winter Tide did not do that sort of thing. But the air had changed unmistakeably.

Emma had my elbow.

“Come on,” she said.

“I’m about to meet the woman who had done this to me.”

Emma glanced at me. “Mistress has not even started with you yet.”

That was not helpful. Not at all. I caught sight of myself in the reflection of one of the windows, skirts flying, stockings showing. Eyes wide like a rabbit in headlights.

She took me into the staff ladies’ room and put me in front of the mirror. I looked flushed from the silver polishing and the sudden excitement of Mistress arriving. The cotton pinafore had protected my dress from the worst of the work, but my face needed attention. A fine layer of tiredness had returned around my eyes, and my lipstick had faded in a way that made my mouth look unfinished.

Emma moved quickly.

“Hands on the basin. Don’t touch anything.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

She took out powder, lipstick and a small brush from the little pocket I was beginning to suspect could hold anything required in an emergency. With quick, practised movements, she softened the shine on my face, checked the corners of my eyes, repaired my lips and smoothed one loose piece of hair back into place.

“You need to breathe and relax,” she said.

I looked at myself in the mirror. Sophie looked frightened, which was accurate, but at least she looked tidy. The lace hair band still sat above my fringe like the crown Emma had joked about that morning. The delicate bows on the sides of the dress were neat. The apron was straight. The black satin and white sleeves had survived beds, bathrooms, mirrors, soaps and several hours of silver polishing better than I had.

Emma stepped behind me and retied the back of my apron with brisk efficiency.

“When Mistress arrives, follow my lead,” she said. “If I curtsey, you curtsey. If I stand still, you stand still. Address her as Mistress unless she tells you otherwise. Do not chatter. Do not start any sort of conversation.”

Emma’s eyes met mine in the mirror.

“Sophie.” That stopped me, at least on the outside. On the inside I was ready to explode with terror.

“Yes, Emma.”

“You will be all right.”

I wanted to believe that. More than I expected.

We left the ladies’ room and hurried down the hall. Not running, because running in heels was not yet something I could do without breaking an ankle, but moving quickly enough that the skirt brushed my thighs and the garters tugged with each step. My calves still ached from the day before, and the morning’s work had added an extra dull heaviness to my legs, but fear is very good at lending energy.

The main hall was already gathering people.

Fran stood near reception in a dark skirt and pale blouse, her hair neat, her expression bright and watchful. She still managed to give me a slight look of disdain as we entered, however, which I thought was more than a little cruel of her. François was by the side table, adjusting a vase of white flowers by a fraction so small only he could possibly have cared about it. Mrs Clarke had come from the kitchen and removed her apron, though there was still flour on one sleeve, which made me like her more. Emma took her place beside me, and I copied her stance as best I could. Hands in front. Shoulders down. Weight balanced. Eyes alert but not staring. I could feel my legs trembling and seemed to be highly aware of my outfit, including the underwear.

The front doors were closed, but the weather beyond them announced itself through the glass and old stone. A storm was gathering outside.

Not the full fury of the night I arrived, but the beginning of something similar. Dark clouds had thickened across the water in the distance, and the light had changed to that grey-yellow colour the coast gets when rain is deciding how dramatic it wants to be. Through the tall windows near the entrance, I could see the tops of the trees moving at the edge of the drive. The sea beyond the headland had gone darker, with white breaking lines that looked sharp even from inside.

It suited her arrival. I expected some sort of music to pipe up, something thumping like the music that accompanied Darth Vader.

That thought came before I could stop it and I nearly laughed hysterically.

A car came up the drive. I heard it before I saw it properly: the low, steady sound of an expensive engine on wet gravel. Then the limousine appeared through the gates of the front approach, dark and polished, moving with a quiet weight that made it look less like transport and more like an announcement. It stopped at the foot of the steps.

My mouth had gone dry.

Emma glanced at me, just once. She reached out and gently tugged my skirt and I stood still.

The front door opened from outside before anyone in the hall moved. George came in first, holding the door wide, rain on the shoulders of his chauffeur’s coat. He stepped aside, and Mistress McFadden entered.

My first memory of her is not as clear as I would like it to be.

That might sound strange, considering how much of my life began turning around her from that point on. But the first sight of a person you have been fearing and imagining for days does not arrive as a tidy portrait. It comes in pieces. Height. Black fabric. Dark hair. White skin. A gloved hand. The sharp movement of her eyes. The scent of rain and perfume. The way everyone in the hall seemed to adjust themselves as she crossed the threshold.

She was taller than I expected.

Not enormous. But tall enough that I felt suddenly smaller in my heels, which was ridiculous because the heels should have helped. She was taller than Sophie, certainly, and in that moment Sophie felt very young and newly made. Mistress wore a black trouser business suit, tailored elegantly and obviously expensive. The jacket fitted her waist, the trousers fell perfectly, and beneath it she wore a pale blouse or silk top, simple enough not to soften the impression too much. Her dark hair was pinned back, not tightly like Miss Gilbert’s, but with a controlled elegance that made even loose strands seem authorised.

She looked younger than she had on the video call.

That surprised me. On screen, she had seemed almost older than age, as if authority itself had added years. In person, she looked like a woman in full command of herself rather than someone carrying the weight of age and creaking bones. Her face was strong, with sharp cheekbones and a mouth that did not look used to wasting words. She smiled as she came in, and that surprised me more than anything.

It was not a warm smile in the way Mrs Clarke smiled when she was pleased, or Emma smiled when she was trying to reassure me that the world wasn’t out to get me. But it was genuine enough to change her face. She greeted François first, then Fran, then Mrs Clarke, acknowledging each of them with an ease that told me she was confident in her authority.

“François,” she said.

“Welcome back, Mistress,” he replied, giving the smallest bow.

“Everything in order?”

“As much as it ever is before an opening week.” He smiled faintly.

George advanced with the bags. There was no ceremony between them. He did not wait for praise or instruction. He simply took the bags down the hall towards wherever they belonged, moving with the solid competence of a man who knew the house’s patterns and had no interest in elaborating on them.

Mistress turned to Mrs Clarke next.

“Martha.”

I blinked at that. I had not heard Mrs Clarke’s first name before, and hearing Mistress use it felt oddly private.

“Fiona,” Mrs Clarke said.

That startled me even more.

Not Mistress. Not Miss McFadden. Fiona.

Mrs Clarke did not curtsey. She did not lower her eyes. She stood there with her hands folded over her front and looked at Mistress McFadden as if they had known each other too long for theatre. Mistress’s smile warmed then, just a little, and I understood that Mrs Clarke occupied a different place from the rest of us. Not higher, exactly. Not in charge. But not merely staff either.

“How is the kitchen?” Mistress asked.

“Still standing.”

“Good. I trust you kept everyone fed.”

“Someone has to.”

Mistress looked amused for half a second. “Quite.”

Then she turned to Fran. The warmth disappeared by degrees, not completely, but enough that I saw Fran straighten.

“Miss Jones.”

“Welcome back, Mistress.”

Fran’s voice was respectful and precise. She did not look frightened, but she did look alert.

“Preparations for the weekend?”

“Guest wing on schedule. Front bedrooms are being completed. Room Twelve’s curtains have been replaced. The wine delivery came early. François has the dining lists. Two confirmations still outstanding.”

“I want the confirmations resolved by tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“The girls?”

“Valentina confirmed. Jasmine confirmed. Nadia arrives Friday. Cleo has asked for an additional dressing rail.”

Mistress’s eyebrow lifted. “Of course she has.”

Fran smiled, but wisely did not allow it to become too visible.

“And the new maid?” Mistress asked.

The words went straight through me.

Fran’s eyes flicked in my direction.

Fran lowered her chin slightly. “She is present, Mistress.”

“Yes,” Mistress said. “I can see that.”

Then she turned towards us.

My heart was beating in my throat.

Emma moved first, which saved me from doing something stupid. She took the sides of her skirt lightly, placed one foot behind the other and curtseyed with the calm grace that still made me want to applaud and cry at the same time.

“Welcome back, Mistress.”

I followed.

Or tried to. My hands found the edges of my skirt. My foot moved behind. Knees bent. Head lowered. The movement was not as smooth as Emma’s, but it happened. I felt the skirt lift, the stockings pull, the little dip of service settling through the body I had been trying to manage all day.

“Welcome back, Mistress,” I said.

My voice behaved. Soft, nervous, but clearly Sophie’s. That almost made it worse.

Mistress said nothing for a moment. I rose because Emma rose and because my knees were starting to shake again.

Mistress came closer.

She had a scent. That is a ridiculous thing to write, but it remains one of my strongest memories of the moment. Not strong perfume. It was faint, expensive, dark and clean, something with spice and flowers and cold air in it. It reached me only when she was near, and I hated how quickly I noticed it. I had spent a day being taught that fabric, scent, posture and small details mattered, and now Mistress McFadden herself seemed made from those things.

“Well,” she said. “You must be the new girl.”

I tried not to swallow too visibly.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“And what is your name?”

It was a simple question. Absurdly simple. But the way she asked it made it feel like a test. Emma had called me Sophie. Miss Gilbert had named me Sophie. Mrs Clarke had accepted Sophie with alarming ease. Fran had used the name like a handle. But Mistress asking changed it.

I curtseyed again because my body decided that was safer than standing still. “Sophie, Mistress.”

Her eyes did not leave me.

On the video call, they had been sharp enough. In person, they were worse. Clear, piercing, steady, not cruel in any obvious way, but terribly direct. They made me feel not only looked at but read down the my deepest thought and the last signature of my DNA . It was as if every flinch, every blush, every adjustment of my fingers against the skirt had been translated before I understood it myself.

“Sophie,” she repeated.

The name sounded different in her voice. Less like reassurance, more like a decision.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Turn around.”

My stomach tightened.

There it was again. The instruction from the interview. The inspection. Only now I was not in jeans and a shirt, standing awkwardly in a South London bedroom. I was in her hall, wearing her maid’s uniform, with Emma beside me, Fran watching, Mrs Clarke near the kitchen corridor, François pretending not to pay attention while absolutely paying attention, and Mistress McFadden close enough that I could smell her perfume.

I turned.

Slowly. Carefully. Remembering the heels, the skirt, the bow at the back of the apron, the line of the stockings, the fact that I was being examined as Sophie. I felt her eyes move over me. Hair. Shoulders. Waist. Apron. Legs. Shoes. Hands. Posture. Probably more.

“Again,” she said.

I turned the rest of the way, completing the circle until I faced her. She studied me for another few seconds.

Those seconds stretched.

I thought of everything she might see wrong. Too much fear in the eyes. Not enough grace. Lipstick slightly uneven. Apron bow not right. Hands too tense. Knees too close. Face too pale. Body too stiff. Too much Colin still visible in the way I held myself.

Then she said, “Very good.”

It was not praise the way ordinary people give praise. It was measured. It still went through me like warmth.

I felt my face colour, and for once I did not know whether it was embarrassment, relief, or the terrible pleasure of having passed my first inspection. Emma stood beside me, quiet but present. I could sense her approval without looking.

Mistress turned her attention to both of us.

“You will both attend me in my rooms at half past nine this evening.”

Emma curtseyed.

“Yes, Mistress.”

I followed, perhaps half a beat too late.

“Yes, Mistress.”

Mistress looked back at me for a moment, and I had the uncomfortable impression that she had noticed the delay, measured it, and filed it away for later.

“Very good,” she said again, though this time it might have been a dismissal.

She moved past us towards the main staircase, and the hall seemed to release its breath only after she had gone several steps. George appeared again and headed out the front door. Fran moved towards reception, already reaching for a notebook. François adjusted his cuffs. Mrs Clarke gave me a look that was hard to read, somewhere between sympathy and amusement.

Emma touched my sleeve lightly.

“Breathe,” she whispered. I did.

I have tried many times since to decide what I felt in that moment. Fear, certainly. Embarrassment, obviously. But neither word is large enough. It was not simply that she was strict or elegant or taller than I expected. It was that she seemed to bring the essence of the hotel with her when she entered. The rules became less abstract. The corridors seemed straighter. The polished surfaces seemed brighter. Even the storm gathering outside felt like part of a system she had allowed because it suited the evening.

I know how that sounds.

I am not saying she controlled the weather.

Only that, when Mistress McFadden returned to the Winter Tide, everything else appeared to remember its place.

And so did I.


Serving Mistress

I remember the rest of the evening seemed to take an eternity.

That is the trouble with waiting for something frightening. It might seem strange after what I had already endured but it seemed now I was about to judged, maybe more harshly than I wanted. Time drags when you desperately want it to pass and then suddenly hurries when you realise you are not ready for what is to come.

I became awfully conscious of the way I was dressed once more. The swish of the skirt, the tug of stockings, the way my panties seem to cling persistently to my flesh. It changed the way that I moved, subtly as if I was trying to please the goddesses of femininity.

I tried to concentrate on ordinary things because that now seemed to be my safest refuge. Cups to rinse. Cloths to fold. Silver to put away. Apron to check in the mirror. Hair to smooth.

Emma noticed my agitation.

She noticed like someone who had once been in exactly the same state and remembered how little use it was telling a person to calm down.

“You’re doing it again,” she said.

“What?”

“Over thinking things. Relax. You’re doing okay.”

We were in a small service room near the kitchen, putting away dining serviettes and checking that the last of the cutlery was properly wrapped. Mrs Clarke had gone back into the kitchen, where something was simmering that smelled rich and dark, and every so often I heard her moving about with the irritation of someone who knew the evening was not finished yet. Mrs Clarke seemed to be ever present and I wondered if she ever had time off.

Emma folded a cloth with practice neatness and placed it in a drawer. “Part of your duties will be to act as personal maid to Mistress when she is at the hotel,” she explained without me asking.

I stared at her. “Really?”

“Don’t worry, it’s not as bad as you think. It’s just about learning the routine, what Mistress likes and what she doesn’t.”

“I’m not sure I’m ready.”

“Unfortunately, you have no say in the matter.” Emma closed the drawer. “Mistress prefers to be attended properly. Not fussed over. Not pestered. When she is here, you may be required to prepare her room, run her bath, lay out nightwear, assist with clothes, take breakfast to her suite, help with dressing in the morning, bring tea, polish shoes if needed, keep the dressing table in order and make sure anything she asks for is brought without delay.”

I had thought cleaning guest rooms was frightening enough. This was worse. Guest rooms had a certain anonymity. Mistress would be present, watching every movement.

Emma gave me useless things to do then. I say useless because I am almost certain she had invented most of them. She made me recheck a tray of folded napkins, then inspect the hems of two clean aprons, then carry a small basket of fresh cloths to a cupboard, then bring it back because, apparently, they were the wrong cloths for that cupboard. At the time, I was too nervous to be annoyed. Looking back, I know she was keeping my hands occupied because if she had left me alone with my thoughts, I would have probably fainted under a sideboard.

By nine fifteen, I had checked my reflection four times. By nine twenty, Emma stopped me from checking it again. “You look fine.”

“I don’t feel fine.”

“Maybe stop making that face.”

“What face?”

“As if you’re about to go to the scaffold.” I tried to relax my mouth. That apparently made it worse because she sighed and touched my chin lightly. “Just be pretty.”

The phrase made me think of Miss Gilbert and my voice, which had more or less settled by then into something that still surprised me. It was softer, lighter without being theatrical, and perhaps easiest to maintain when I was not thinking about it too much. That was true of many things in the hotel. The more I tried to behave correctly, the more awkward I became.

At twenty-eight minutes past nine, Emma was leading me through a quieter corridor towards the private part of the hotel. The public spaces had been softened by lamps and evening shadows. Outside, the storm had gathered properly. I could hear rain now, not heavy yet, but beginning against the windows with a steady tapping. The sea was louder too, somewhere beyond the stone, though the walls of the Winter Tide held most of it at a distance.

Mistress’s suite was at the end of the corridor, away from everything like a portal into a another world, I thought.

The door was not ornate or spectacular as a portal should be, but it was wider than the others, dark polished wood with a brass handle and a small discreet number plate. Emma stopped in front of it. I stood beside her, aware of every part of myself again. The corset. The stockings. The little bows on the sides of the skirt. The apron. The lace hair band. The slight ache in my calves. The dry feeling in my mouth.

Emma glanced at me once.

“Follow my lead.”

I nodded. She raised her hand and knocked. Three neat taps. Respectful, not timid. A moment passed. Then my new mistress’s voice came from inside.

“Enter.”

It was the same voice from the interview but softened slightly by the door. That did not make it less powerful. If anything, hearing it from the other side of a private room made it worse, because it meant we were about to cross a boundary.

Emma opened the door and stepped in.

I followed.

Mistress McFadden’s suite was not what I expected. I had imagined something heavy and old-fashioned, full of dark curtains, carved furniture and perhaps a fireplace large enough to burn a disobedient maid in. The actual suite was more modern than the rest of the hotel, though still expensive enough to make me feel a little out of place.

It was large and with pale walls, dark wood floors, deep rugs, low lamps, simple furniture and an elegance that did not need to explain itself. The main room was a study and sitting room combined, with bookshelves, a sofa, a low table, two armchairs and a large desk positioned so Mistress could work while facing partly towards the room and partly towards the windows.

A long bay window looked out across the sea, with doors leading onto a balcony beyond. The curtains were open, and the evening outside pressed darkly against the glass. Rain silvered the panes. Beyond the balcony, I could see the sea moving under the storm clouds, white edges catching in the distance whenever the light shifted.

It took me a moment to realise why the view felt familiar.

Mistress’s suite sat beneath my room. Not exactly beneath the bed, perhaps, but below that part of the building. All this time, while I had been upstairs in my attic, listening to the sea and looking out at the weather like some nervous girl in a story, Mistress’s own rooms had been below me, empty but waiting. The thought made the building feel more deliberate than ever. Maid Sophie in the attic. Mistress beneath. Not close enough to touch, but close enough that the rooms seemed part of the same universe.

Mistress was at her desk, working on a laptop.

She had removed the jacket from the suit she had worn earlier, and the change somehow made her more formidable, not less. The fitted blouse showed the shape of her shoulders and the long line of her arms. Her sleeves were rolled back slightly, not carelessly, but enough to suggest she had been working since she came in and had not paused simply because her two maids had arrived.

She glanced once at the screen, typed something, then looked up. Emma curtseyed. I followed a fraction later, though better than I had feared.

“Good evening, Mistress,” Emma said.

“Good evening, Emma.”

“Good evening, Mistress,” I said, and hoped my voice did not sound as small to her as it did to me. Her eyes came to rest on me for just long enough to make my stomach tighten.

“Sophie.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

I lowered my gaze because looking directly at her for too long felt like standing too close to a flame. Mistress leaned back slightly in her chair. “You will run my bath. Lavender oil. Two-thirds full. Emma will show you. Then lay out my nightdress and robe for the evening.”

“Yes, Mistress,” Emma said.

“Yes, Mistress,” I echoed.

“When the bath is ready, Sophie will return and tell me. Clearly.”

My throat tightened.

“Yes, Mistress.”

Emma moved at once, and I followed her through a side door into the bedroom.

If the study had been modern and controlled, the bedroom was softer without being sweet. The bed was large, made in pale linen with a dark throw folded at the foot. There were lamps on either side, a chaise near the window, a standing mirror, and a dressing table that immediately drew my eye because it looked like the grown-up, dangerous version of the vanity table in my attic room.

It sat near the window, elegant and wide, with a lit mirror, drawers, brushes, glass bottles, creams, perfume, powders, lipsticks and small trays arranged with the sort of order that made disorder seem immoral. Some bottles were plain and expensive-looking. Others caught the lamplight in amber, rose and clear glass. There were silver-backed brushes, a jewellery stand, neatly placed cotton pads, and two small crystal dishes whose purpose I did not know but already feared.

I must have stared too long.

Emma whispered, “Don’t touch anything on there unless told.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

On the other side of the bedroom was a walk-in wardrobe. Emma opened the door, and the light came on automatically. I had seen plenty of wardrobes but this one was out of a movie.

The ensuite bathroom was through another door.

Again, large does not really cover it. My bathroom upstairs was clean and modern, but this was something else. Pale stone, glass, a wide basin, a shower unit large enough to host a meeting, heated rails, shelves with folded towels and bottles, and a freestanding bath positioned where someone could, if they wanted, look towards the window and the dark suggestion of the sea beyond.

Emma went straight to the bath taps.

“Two-thirds full,” she said. She turned the water on and tested the temperature with her wrist. I watched carefully because I had the strong sense that getting Mistress McFadden’s bath wrong would not be considered a small domestic error.

“Warm, not hot enough to make her red,” Emma said. “She works late. The bath is to ease her down, not boil her.”

She showed me the lavender oil, where it was kept, how much to use, and the soap Mistress preferred in the evening. Even the lavender seemed more serious in Mistress’s bathroom. It was not the sweet, old-fashioned scent I expected, but darker, cleaner and somehow calmer. Emma added it to the running water, and the room slowly filled with steam and fragrance.

“Fresh towel here,” Emma said, placing one with exact care. “Clothes to be collected when she undresses. Do not leave anything on the floor. Do not stare at her. If she asks for something, answer and do it. If you don’t know where something is, I will help this time.”

“This time.”

“Yes.”

I watched the bath fill.

The water rose steadily, steam blurring the edges of the room. Two-thirds. Not half, not nearly full. Two-thirds. It was ridiculous how important that became in my mind. I focused on the level as if the future of civilisation depended on it.

Emma turned off the taps. “Now,” she said.

My stomach dropped. “Now what?”

“Go and tell Mistress the bath is ready.”

I stood in the bathroom doorway for a second, suddenly aware that I was alone in the task. Not alone entirely. Emma was a few steps away, but not beside me. This was tiny, objectively. Walk into a room. Speak a sentence. Yet it felt like stepping onto a stage in front of a baying audience.

“What do I say?”

“‘Your bath is ready, Mistress.’”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

The bedroom seemed longer on the way back. The study door was open, and I could see Mistress at the desk, the light from the screen touching her face. She did not look up immediately. That was somehow worse, because it meant I had to approach and wait.

I stopped a few feet from the desk, hands in front of my apron.

“Speak,” she said, still looking at the screen.

I swallowed.

“Your bath is ready, Mistress.” I curtseyed. Awkwardly.

She typed one last thing, then looked at me. “Again.”

My heart lurched.

“Your bath is ready, Mistress.” Another curtsey.

“Better. The first time was too thin. A maid does not whisper/.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

She stood.

That movement changed the room. I know that sounds excessive, but it is true. Sitting at the desk, Mistress was powerful because the desk belonged to her and the work belonged to her and the room belonged to her. Standing, she became something else. Taller again. Nearer. Less a woman at work and more the centre of the system that had taken me in and was forcing me to change.

She walked past me towards the bedroom. I stepped aside too quickly, and she paused. “Don’t scurry.”

I froze. “Yes, Mistress.”

“Move with purpose.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

I followed at a careful distance. Emma was waiting by the bath, hands folded. I took my place beside her. The steam had softened the bathroom air, and the lavender scent had settled into it. For a moment, the three of us were arranged around the bath as if we were going to burst into song.

Mistress looked once at the water. “Acceptable,” she said. I felt absurdly relieved, even though Emma had done most of it.

Then Mistress began to undress.

There was no embarrassment in her. None. She did not make a performance of it, and she did not appear to care that two maids stood nearby. She removed her blouse and trousers with calm efficiency, handing each item towards Emma first, then me as Emma guided the process with the smallest movements. I kept my eyes where I thought they should be, mostly on the clothing, the floor, the folded towel, the practical action of receiving and holding rather than on Mistress herself.

That was easier in theory than in practice.

Not because I was staring. I was not. I was terrified of being caught staring. But her composure made the room strange. Mistress undressing did not feel like a private woman being exposed. It felt like another form of authority. She was simply allowing attendants to do what attendants were for.

Emma took the blouse and passed it to me.

“The linen basket in the closet,” she murmured.

I nodded, moving carefully to the bedroom. There was a large whicker basket in the corner of the closet and I lifted the top and placed the items in.

When Mistress sank into the bath, I heard the water move around her. I stood beside Emma again, hands folded, heart too aware of itself. Steam rose. The lavender filled the room. Outside, rain touched the windows, and the sea moved somewhere beyond the stone and glass.

Mistress leaned back.

For a few seconds, she said nothing.

Then her eyes opened.

“Sophie.”

My body responded before my mind had fully caught up.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Bring me a glass of single malt.”

I curtseyed.

“Yes, Mistress.” I turned towards the bedroom, then realised I had no idea where the single malt was.

Emma moved with me. “In the study,” she whispered.

We went into the study together, where the desk still glowed with the open computer and the room seemed quieter without Mistress sitting in it. Emma crossed to a dark cabinet near the bookshelves and opened it. Inside were bottles, glasses, a small tray and a cut-glass decanter that looked as if it had been waiting for a person with more confidence than me.

“Single malt,” Emma said, touching one bottle. “This one in the evening unless told otherwise. Two fingers. No ice unless she asks. Use this glass.”

My hands were suddenly not as steady as I wanted them to be.

I poured, watching the amber liquid rise in the glass. Two fingers. I hoped my fingers were the standard sort. The whisky gave off a dark, warm smell, very different from the half bottle I had bought in London before accepting Miss McFadden’s offer. That had been cheap and sharp and drunk from fear. This belonged to polished wood, late work, private rooms and women who issued instructions from the bath.

I placed the glass on the tray when Emma pointed to it.

“Now take it in.”

“Me?”

“She asked you.”

That should have been obvious. I lifted the tray carefully. The study, the bedroom and the bathroom seemed to stretch ahead of me. The glass trembled once, and I stopped until it settled.

I crossed the floor in small, careful steps and stopped beside the bath. “Your whisky, Mistress.”

She looked at the glass, then at me.

“Offer it properly.”

I lowered the tray a little, not too much, keeping it steady. She took the glass. For one brief second, her fingers were close to mine, and I caught the faint scent of lavender, steam, perfume and single malt all at once.

“Thank you, Sophie,” she said.

It was the first time she thanked me.

Emma did not let me stand there staring at the fact of being thanked. She moved first, which I was learning was often the kindest thing she could do. A tiny tilt of her head told me to follow, and I stepped back from the bath carefully, still holding the tray. Mistress had taken the glass and leaned back again, closing her eyes, the surface of the bath moving softly around her. The lavender scent had become warmer in the steam. It filled the bathroom, clinging to the towels, the pale stone, the glass of the shower unit, and the strange new shape of my own nervousness.

Emma led me back through to the bedroom.

The walk-in closet was lit with a soft, flattering glow that made everything inside it look more expensive than anything I had ever touched before coming to the hotel. The clothes were not arranged like ordinary clothes. They were presented. Dark tailoring in one section. Silk blouses in cream, ivory, charcoal, deep green and muted blue. Evening dresses in richer colours, some heavy and structured, some soft enough that they moved when Emma brushed past them. Coats hung in a row like solemn guards. Shoes sat on angled shelves. Handbags rested in their own spaces. Scarves were folded in drawers with glass fronts. The whole place smelled faintly of cedar, perfume and money.

It was not simply a wardrobe. It was another expression of Mistress McFadden.

Controlled. Elegant. Severe in places, but not plain. There was pleasure there too, though not the sort that announced itself with frills or fuss. It was the pleasure of beautiful things chosen carefully and kept in order.

Emma opened a section near the nightwear.

“Evening robe,” she said quietly. “Mistress prefers silk unless she asks otherwise.”

There were several robes, each more elegant than the last. Ivory, deep blue, black, silver-grey, a dark red that made me think of my own negligee upstairs and then feel foolish for comparing them. Mistress’s things had a different quality. Mine, though lovely, still felt like something given to a trainee girl to teach her how to sleep as Sophie. Mistress’s robe looked as if it belonged to someone who had never needed permission to be a woman.

Emma selected one in a deep midnight shade with a soft sheen, then matched it with an ivory silk nightdress. The nightdress was simple, cut cleanly, with narrow straps and a fall of fabric that looked almost too delicate to handle. Emma placed both over her arm.

“Always carry silk like this,” she said. “No bunching. No dragging. No fingers tight enough to crease.”

She gave me the robe. “Lay it across the bed.”

I carried the robe as if it were alive. The silk slid against my fingers, cool and fluid. I laid it across the bed where Emma indicated, smoothing it from the shoulders down. She watched, then corrected the angle.

The ivory nightdress went beside it, the straps arranged neatly, the hem aligned so it did not twist. Emma turned down the corner of the duvet, folding it back with exact calm. There was something intimate about that too, though not in the obvious way. Preparing a bed for someone is a private sort of service. You arrange the place where they will be most unguarded. In Mistress’s case, I could not imagine her unguarded, even asleep. I suspected she would notice if a sheet creased incorrectly in a dream.

Emma placed slippers by the bed.

We returned to the bathroom. Mistress was still in the bath, sitting back with the glass of whisky in one hand, her head turned slightly towards the dark window. Rain moved across the glass beyond her. The storm had come closer while we were in the closet. It whispered and tapped around the suite, and through the muted quiet I could hear the low pressure of the sea below the cliffs.

Emma stopped just inside the bathroom door and curtseyed.

I followed, lifting the sides of my skirt and dipping carefully. The movement had become a little less disastrous with repetition, though I still thought about each piece of it. Foot. Skirt. Bend. Head. Rise.

Mistress turned her attention from the window to us.

“Your nightdress and robe are laid out, Mistress,” Emma said.

“Good.”

“Will that be all?”

Mistress took a sip of the whisky before answering. For a moment, I thought she was going to dismiss us. That thought brought relief so quickly I nearly swayed with it.

Then her eyes settled on me.

“Sophie.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

My voice held, though only just.

“Step forward.”

I stepped forward. Not enough, apparently.

“Properly.”

I took two more steps and stopped at the side of the bath, far enough away to avoid crowding her, close enough that I felt the heat of the water and the lavender steam. I kept my eyes lowered because there seemed to be no safe place else to put them.

“Look at me.”

That was worse.

I lifted my eyes.

Mistress McFadden was studying me again. Not as Miss Gilbert had done, with clinical interest in structure and procedure. Not as Fran had done, with sharp enjoyment at my discomfort. Mistress looked as if she were considering the usefulness of what stood before her.

“You are stiff in your movement,” she said.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Not hopelessly so. But stiff. You still move as if you are not at home in your new skin.” I did not know what to say to that. Mistress waited only a second.

“When I make an observation, Sophie, I do not require a response except agreement.”

I blinked. “Yes, Mistress.”

Mistress leaned back against the bath. “You look acceptable.”

The word landed in me with embarrassing force. Acceptable. Not pretty. Not completely transformed. Not good. Acceptable. And yet, from Mistress McFadden, standing in her bathroom under the warm light with the scent of lavender and whisky in the air, it felt like a medal.

“Thank you, Mistress.”

“You have enough qualities to work with. Softness in the face. A light frame. Some instinct for obedience, though it needs to be developed.” My face warmed. “Emma has begun well. Miss Gilbert’s work is sufficient for the next stage. Whether you are sufficient yourself remains to be seen.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

Her eyes moved down my uniform, not slowly in a vulgar way, but completely. Hair band. Face. Collar. Bodice. Apron. Hands. Skirt. Stockings. Shoes. I had the horrible feeling she could tell exactly which parts of me ached, which parts still belonged to Colin, and which parts were already beginning to answer as Sophie.

“Tomorrow morning,” she said, “you will go first to Mrs Clarke.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“You will collect my breakfast and bring it to me at seven sharp.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“You will attend to my needs in the morning. Breakfast, bath tray if required, clothing, shoes, room cleaning, correspondence brought from reception if there is any. Emma will supervise until I say otherwise.”

My stomach tightened.

“Yes, Mistress.”

Mistress lifted the glass again and watched me over the rim. “A journal has been placed in your room.”

For a moment, I did not understand.

“A journal, Mistress?”

“Yes. A notebook. Pens. You will write in it each evening. Not a list of events. Reflection. What you did. What you felt. Where you resisted. Where you obeyed without understanding. Where you failed to notice what should have been noticed.”

I felt my face go hot again, though I could not have said why. The idea of writing it down made everything more exposed. Events could blur. Embarrassment could be hidden inside busyness. Writing would make me look at it.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“This is not optional. You will keep the journal and will bring it to me when I ask you to so I can read about your progress.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Good. You will also find an MP3 player with headphones in your room.” Mistress’s expression did not change. “There is an audio file on it. You will listen before sleep every night for the next two weeks. Without fail.”

“What sort of audio, Mistress?” The question escaped before I could stop it. Emma went very still behind me.

Mistress looked at me for a long second.

It was not anger exactly. It was the slower, more dangerous thing that came before correction. “An audio designed to help you become more receptive to your training,” she said. “To help you settle into femininity, service and your proper place in this house. To quiet some of your noisier habits. Is that sufficient explanation?”

My throat tightened.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Do you object?”

“No, Mistress.”

“Are you certain? This is the moment to say so if you believe the instruction is beyond you.” There it was again, the strange fairness of her. She was not asking because she wanted an objection. I knew that. But she was giving me enough space to hang myself with one if I chose.

I thought of the attic room above her suite. The red nightdress folded across the pillow that morning. The way I had woken touching my chest and not knowing whether the lump in my throat was fear or longing. The uniform on my body. The soft voice. The floor store. The balcony. The silver. George saying, “Sophie now, is it?”

“No, Mistress,” I said. “I don’t object.”

Mistress watched me.

“Good girl.”

The words went through me more sharply than they should have.

I lowered my eyes at once, afraid that if I looked at her she would see the effect. Which was foolish, because I suspect Mistress McFadden saw the effect whether I looked at her or not.

“You will listen before bed,” she said. “You will not skip it because you are tired. You can fall asleep listening to it but you must let it play all the way through.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Emma, ensure she understands the device.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“You may both go.”

Emma curtseyed at once.

“Goodnight, Mistress.”

I followed, bending carefully, feeling the skirt lift and the stockings tighten as I dipped.

“Goodnight, Mistress.”

Mistress had already turned her head slightly back towards the window, the whisky glass resting lightly in one hand. Dismissed from her attention, we became part of the room’s decoration again. I understood that without being told.

Emma led the way out.

In the bedroom, she paused just long enough to check that the nightdress and robe were still lying properly, that the slippers were placed correctly, that nothing had been left out of order. Then we moved through the study, past the glowing computer screen and the desk where Mistress had been working, and out into the corridor.

The door closed behind us with a soft click.

Only then did I realise how tightly I had been holding myself.

Emma looked at me. I leaned back against the wall for half a second, then straightened immediately because I could imagine Mistress somehow knowing.

We started back down the corridor.

The hotel felt different again. I had thought meeting Mistress in the hall had changed things. It had. But attending her suite had done something else. The rules were no longer merely in public spaces, in uniforms and corridors and the way one greeted staff. They reached into private rooms, into baths and nightwear, into breakfast trays, into journals, into whatever voice would soon be speaking into my ears before sleep.

I thought of the MP3 player waiting upstairs.

An audio designed to help me become more feminine and accept my place.

I should have been more frightened of that than I was.

I was frightened. But beneath it, embarrassingly, unmistakably, was curiosity.

And perhaps that was what Mistress had seen.


Changing Sophie

I stood in the red negligee and peignoir looking at the desk in my room.

I had changed out of the maid’s uniform, removed my makeup and done my evening routine. The red silk clung lightly to my body, with the peignoir hanging open enough at the front that I was uncomfortably aware of myself each time I moved. I could feel the smoothness of my skin beneath it and, more than that, the slight pressure of the fabric against my chest. The tenderness there had not gone away. If anything, it seemed more noticeable at night, when everything else was still and there was nothing much to distract me.

The storm was growing outside. The wind was rising beyond the hotel walls, and every so often it pressed itself against the window with a long, low insistence. The sea below sounded rougher too. I could not see much from where I stood, only the blurred blackness beyond the glass and the occasional pale streak when rain began to catch the light.

On the desk was the journal.

It lay beside the little MP3 player and the headphones, and somehow the sight of all three together made my stomach tighten. The whole arrangement looked very deliberate. A notebook. A pen. An audio file. A room in the attic. A girl in a red negligee being instructed what to think about before sleep.

I sat down slowly.

The silk shifted against my thighs, and the movement made me catch my breath a little. It was ridiculous how conscious I had become of all fabric. Before coming to the Winter Tide, clothes had either been on or off and that was the end of my thoughts on the matter. Now I noticed everything. The touch of silk. The shape of a strap on my shoulder. The way the nightdress skimmed across my stomach when I bent. The way my chest seemed to press back against it.

I looked down at the journal and rested my hand on the cover.

It was plain and expensive looking, with thick cream pages and a dark binding that made it feel more official than any diary I had ever imagined keeping. This was not a private little notebook hidden under a mattress. This had been given to me by Mistress McFadden. That made it feel less like a diary and more like an extension of her authority.

I opened it.

On the first page, written neatly at the top, were the words:

Sophie’s Journal

That name again. My name, apparently. I had heard it often enough by then, but seeing it written down so neatly, so calmly, made it feel more real than I expected. It did not look like a joke or a game on the page. It looked settled. It looked decided.

Beneath it was a note in Mistress’s hand.

To start, I want you to write out the same line 100 times before you go to bed and listen to the audio. You will write “I am a girl” over and over again. You will create a feminine style of writing.

That was all. I read it twice, then a third time, as if I thought the words might rearrange themselves into something less humiliating if I looked long enough. They did not. Mistress wanted me to sit at the desk in my red silk night things and write I am a girl one hundred times before listening to an audio designed to make me more feminine and accepting of my place.

I picked up the pen.

Even that felt different now, because of the nails. The shape of my fingers around it looked more delicate than I was used to, and I became ridiculously aware of my hand before I had even written a word. I lowered the nib to the page and wrote the line for the first time.

I am a girl.

I stopped and looked at it.

The sentence itself was bad enough, but what bothered me immediately was the handwriting. Quick, slightly messy, practical, with no particular grace to it. It looked like lecture notes, shopping lists and scribbled figures on the back of envelopes. It did not look anything like what Mistress had in mind when she wrote that I was to create a feminine style of writing.

I wrote it again, more slowly.

I am a girl.

Better, though not by much. The third time, I tried rounding the letters a little.

I am a girl.

The fourth time, I made the capital I neater. The fifth time, I gave the g a softer tail. By the tenth line, I had begun adjusting the spacing. By the fifteenth, I realised I was enjoying it.

Not the line itself, not exactly, though even that had started to lose some of its sting through repetition. It was the shaping of it that affected me. The slowing down. The care. The thought given to each letter. The ridiculous, secretive effort to make the writing look feminine. Each line became a little exercise in softness. Less blunt. Less rushed. More rounded, more careful, more decorative without becoming silly.

I kept going.

I am a girl.

Again.

I am a girl.

And again.

I shifted in the chair and felt the silk press more closely against my chest. The sensation made me pause. I looked down. The line of the negligee curved gently over the small new softness there, and as I breathed I could feel the fabric moving against me. It was still such a slight change that another person might not have noticed it at all, but I noticed it. I noticed the tenderness. I noticed the little swell. I noticed that my nipples seemed to stay hard against the silk far more easily than they ever had before.

And I noticed, with a kind of shamefaced honesty, that it was not unpleasant. I could suddenly feel the press of something caged between my legs. It caused a lump in my throat and a slight feeling of erotic pleasure that I tried to push back.

I had spent most of the day being hurried from one task to the next, watched and corrected and made to think about beds and trays and bathrooms and silver and the proper way to speak. Sitting alone at the desk gave me room to feel what was happening to me, and what I felt was not only fear or embarrassment. A private little squirm of pleasure, low in my stomach, as I looked at the page and the neatening lines and the name at the top and the body beneath the silk.

I went back to writing.

The page filled steadily.

The writing changed as I went, until I found a style that pleased me more than it should have. It was still recognisably mine, but softer, rounder, more careful, with a slight flourish to the capital letters and a more even rhythm to the smaller ones. It looked, unmistakably, as if a girl might have written it.

That thought sent the same little twist through me again. By the time I reached the fiftieth line, my hand ached slightly. By the seventieth, I had fallen into a rhythm. By the ninetieth, the words had lost their power to shock me every time I wrote them and had started doing something far more unsettling, which was to sound almost ordinary.

I am a girl.

The final line took longer than the others.

I wrote it carefully and then sat back in the chair, pen still in my hand, and looked down at the page.

Outside, the weather had worsened.

The storm was still building. I could hear the rain more clearly now and the long push of the wind around the roof. The room felt warmer by contrast, almost enclosed, as if the attic were holding me in its own separate little world. The desk lamp made a pool of golden light over the journal pages, while the rest of the room had softened into evening shadow. The bed waited a few feet away, turned down and inviting, the pillows plumped, the red coverlet dark in the low light.

I placed the pen down carefully.

Then I reached for the MP3 player.

It was small and plain, with the headphones wound neatly beside it. I held it in my hand for a moment, thinking about Mistress’s words. An audio designed to help me become more feminine and accept my place.

I stood and crossed to the bed.

The silk moved around my legs as I went, and I felt once again the slight, delicate pressure across my chest. I lay down on the bed carefully, arranging the peignoir so it did not bunch beneath me. I could feel the warmth of the room around me and the softness of the bed beneath me, and suddenly I felt very aware that I was alone in the attic, in a red negligee, with a journal full of the words I am a girl and a pair of headphones in my hands.

I put them on.

Then I closed my eyes and pressed play. I lay back and listened to the words.

Settle yourself comfortably now, Sophie, and allow the room around you to become quiet, because the work of the day is over, the hotel has softened into evening, and there is nothing you need to do except listen.

Let your body rest where it is, let your hands become still, let your breathing become easy, and allow each breath to arrive and leave in its own gentle rhythm, like the sea below the Winter Tide moving in the dark, washing against the stone, drawing back, returning again, steady and patient.

You are safe here in your room, Sophie, and you are allowed to rest while these words settle around you, something soft and repeated, like silk being laid across a bed with care.

The day has asked a lot of you, and the day has given much to you, and now the night gathers those changes that have already been made quietly around your body, around your thoughts, around your name, and around the soft new shape of the girl you are becoming.

You may notice the feeling of your nightdress against your skin, the delicate fabric resting over smoothness, the gentle pull of straps at your shoulders, the faint movement of silk as you breathe, and the strange awareness that your body is more sensitive now than it used to be. Your breasts become more sensitive with each passing moment but resist the urge to touch them just now. Instead, accept that you are a girl now and girls have breasts, beautiful full breasts. How wonderful that feels now.

You do not need to fight, Sophie, because the body learns in whispers before the mind learns in certainty, and sometimes the body notices softness, tenderness, warmth and change before the thoughts are ready to admit what is happening. Accept it all. Enjoy it all. Be at peace with it all.

Let your face soften as you breathe, let your jaw loosen, let your mouth relax, let your throat open gently, and let your voice rest inside you as the softer voice that is becoming yours, the voice that can answer clearly, respectfully and sweetly when you are called. It is a girl’s voice. A pretty girl’s voice.

You do not have to force that voice tonight, and you do not have to practise it aloud, because it is enough to know that the voice is there, lighter than before, softer than before, more suited to the girl in the mirror, more suited to Sophie.

Sophie is the name you answer to now, and each time you hear your name, each time you think it, and each time someone uses it, it may feel a little warmer, a little nearer, a little less like something given to you and a little more like something that is a natural part of you.

Now you can grow quieter, not in panic, and not in shame, but simply because Sophie is who you are now. Sophie is softer, neater, more attentive, more obedient, and more able to learn what the world requires of her.

Sophie is not a costume worn for a moment and folded away again. Sophie is a real thing, a way of standing, a way of speaking, a way of moving, a way of noticing what must be done before it is asked for twice.

Sophie loves her stockings and high heels, she loves the way her body is evolving, she rejoices in her new breasts and the way they fill out her figure. She loves how her skirt swishes across her smooth legs and she adores the admiring glances she gets from people. Sophie is pretty and obedient and always willing to please.

Sophie is the smoothing of an apron, the careful step taken in heels, the gentle lift of a skirt before a curtsey, the quiet check of lipstick in the mirror, the soft voice that says, “Yes, Mistress,” and the steady hand that carries a tray without spilling.

You are learning these things already, even when you think you are only frightened, because every correction shapes you, every task teaches you, every moment of embarrassment becomes a little lesson, and every little lesson becomes part of the new pattern of your life. You are the perfect sissy maid. Aren’t you my girl? And what does that mean?

A good girl listens before she answers, and a good girl learns before she complains, and a good girl does not scurry because she is afraid, but moves with purpose because she understands that service is her calling. She was made for it. She loves being obedient.

A maid does not whisper or tremble with fear, because a maid speaks clearly, softly and respectfully, and when she says, “Your bath is ready, Mistress,” the words should be steady and gentle and subservient.

You can learn that steadiness, Sophie, just as you can learn the bath, the lavender oil, the robe, the nightdress, the breakfast tray, the folded towel, the correct glass, the proper level of whisky, the polished shoes, the tidy room and the exact time to be where you are meant to be.

Service is not emptiness, Sophie, and service is not being nothing, because service is the careful art of noticing, remembering, preparing and responding, and a girl who serves well becomes important in a quiet and beautiful way.

A useful maid sees the towel out of place, the glass not polished, the duvet corner not turned correctly, the lipstick fading, the tray unsteady, the bow crooked, the floor marked, the guest waiting and the Mistress watching.

You are learning to be useful, and useful can become comforting, because useful gives the hands something to do, the mind something to notice, the body a rhythm to follow, and the heart a way to stop drifting.

Imagine the Winter Tide around you now, with its stone walls holding back the weather, its corridors dim and ordered under the evening lamps, its guest rooms waiting, its polished silver resting, its kitchens cooling after heat, and its sea-facing windows dark against the storm.

Somewhere beneath you are Mistress McFadden’s rooms, ordered and quiet, the bath steam fading, the robe laid out properly, the nightdress placed neatly, the glass set aside, the desk perhaps still holding the shape of her work, and everything in its proper place because Mistress expects it so.

You are above her in your attic room, not forgotten and not hidden, but in your proper place, and there is comfort in being here when you have spent so long drifting without order, without direction and without anyone requiring you to become better.

You do not have to pretend that having no direction was freedom, because here there is a time to rise, a time to wash, a time to make your face fresh and soft, a time to fasten your corset, a time to smooth your stockings, a time to tie your apron and a time to serve.

The routine is not a cage, Sophie, because the routine is a shape, and you have needed a shape, even if admitting that makes something tremble inside you.

You needed someone to tell you what came next, you needed a place with rules, you needed eyes that noticed, you needed a uniform that would not let you slump, and you needed a name that would not let you hide behind old habits and nervous jokes.

You needed Sophie, and Sophie is here now, lying softly in the night, listening as the old resistance loosens, listening as the new name settles, listening as the idea of service becomes less frightening and more familiar.

Sophie is the name written in the journal, Sophie is the girl in the mirror, Sophie is the maid in the uniform, Sophie is the soft voice in the corridor, Sophie is the careful hand with the tray, and Sophie is the one who learns.

When Mistress says your name, you listen, not only because you are afraid, although fear may be there, but because her voice requires your full attention and makes the scattered parts of you stand still.

Mistress sees what you try to hide, and that may frighten you, but it may also steady you, because being seen by someone who understands the work ahead means you do not have to pretend you are already finished.

You are not finished, Sophie, because you are in training, and training means repetition, correction, reflection, and the slow discovery that what once felt impossible may begin to feel natural when the body has practised it enough.

At first you think about everything. Where to put your hands, how to keep your knees together, whether your skirt is sitting properly, whether your voice is too thin, whether your curtsey is too late, and whether everyone can see that you are frightened.

Then little by little, the thinking becomes automatic, because the hands find their place, the knees soften, the skirt moves with you, the voice steadies, the curtsey arrives, the eyes lower naturally, and the fear becomes attention.

Attention becomes service, and service becomes rhythm, and rhythm becomes part of Sophie.

You may rehearse that rhythm gently now, not with effort, but with imagination, as you picture yourself outside Mistress’s door in the morning, clean, dressed, made up lightly, apron tied, hair neat and breakfast tray held with both hands.

You knock with three neat taps, respectful but not timid, and when you hear her voice, you enter, close the door if appropriate, move with purpose rather than panic, stop at the proper distance, curtsey, and say clearly, “Your breakfast, Mistress.”

In your mind, you can feel the curtsey becoming smoother, with one foot behind the other, fingers lifting the skirt lightly, knees bending, head lowering, breath staying soft, and then the body rising again with hands returned to their proper place.

This is good, Sophie, and it is very good to let the body learn before morning comes, because the body remembers what the mind repeats softly in the dark.

You can serve breakfast at seven sharp, you can learn the bath, you can learn the room, you can learn the wardrobe, you can learn the dressing table, and you can learn the quiet language of Mistress’s preferences.

You can learn how silk should be carried, with no bunching, no dragging and no fingers tight enough to crease, and you can learn how a bed should be turned down, how slippers should be placed, how a robe should be laid out and how a room should be left ready.

You can learn how to stand without fidgeting, how to answer without chattering, how to accept correction without arguing in your head, and how to let the words “Yes, Mistress” become not a defeat, but a doorway into calm obedience.

Obedience can be gentle, Sophie. Sometimes it arrives as a ribbon in the hair, a stocking smoothed up the leg, a garter fastened correctly, lipstick repaired in the mirror, or a quiet answer given without fuss.

You may begin to understand that softness is not defeat, because a soft voice may still be clear, a gentle hand may still be useful, a lowered gaze may still notice everything, and a pretty maid may still have strength in her back, patience in her fingers and pride in work done well.

You are not becoming less, Sophie, because you are becoming more particular, more formed, more attentive, more pleasing, more useful, and more suited to the house that has taken you in.

There may still be resistance, and that is expected, because your old habits will not vanish in one night, and they may whisper that this is absurd, that you should be ashamed, that a joke would protect you, or that you can still escape if only you find the right door.

Let those habits speak if they must, but do not feed them too much, because you do not need to argue with every old thought when you can simply return to the next instruction.

Breathe, listen, soften, accept, obey, serve, reflect and sleep, and let that rhythm move through you like steps in a corridor, like silver being polished, like sheets being drawn smooth, like the tide moving below the hotel.

Breathe, listen, soften, accept, obey, serve, reflect and sleep, while the nightdress rests against your skin, while your body grows quiet, while your mind becomes smoother, and while Sophie settles a little more deeply into herself.

Femininity is not only appearance, though the makeup, silk, stockings, polished nails, ribbons, perfume and uniform all matter, because the hotel is already teaching you that everything matters.

Femininity is also the way you notice your body, the way you soften before speaking, the way you move around furniture, the way you understand that a room contains other people’s needs, and the way you stop treating softness as weakness.

You may notice the hang of your skirt, the line of your stockings, the shape of your hands against silver, the way your lips look after colour is applied, the way your chest feels beneath silk, and the way approval warms you even when you wish it did not.

These things do not make you foolish, Sophie, because they make you aware, and awareness is part of becoming.

When you write in your journal, you may write honestly, not cleverly and not defensively, because Mistress has not asked for lies, she has asked for truth and reflection where your growing femininity is concerned.

You may write what you did, what you felt, where you resisted, where you obeyed without understanding, where you failed to notice what should have been noticed, and where Sophie appeared without needing to be summoned.

That last question matters, Sophie, because Sophie may appear in the way you smooth your skirt before sitting, in the way you like the feel of the lace hair band, in the way your hands look pretty against polished silver, in the way Emma’s approval matters, and in the way the words “good girl” reach deeper than you expected.

Mistress may read those words and that thought may frighten you, but fear can polish honesty when you let it, because it strips away the jokes, the excuses and the clever little performances that you may have used in the past.

If Mistress reads your journal, she will not need you to be perfect, because she will need you to be truthful enough to be trained, and truthful enough to notice where Sophie is resisting and where Sophie is beginning to yield.

Yielding is not collapsing, Sophie, because yielding is allowing the right shape to form, like fabric settling over the body, like water taking the shape of a bath, like a maid learning the shape of service.

You may yield slowly, you may yield honestly, and you may yield with trembling hands at first, but you will yield. You have permission.

No one is asking you to understand the whole future tonight, because tonight only asks for listening, softening and accepting the next small truth.

You are Sophie, you are in training, you are becoming more feminine each second that passes, you are learning service, you are under Mistress McFadden’s authority, and your place in the hotel is being shown to you.

Your place can become comforting, because when you know where to stand, what to say, how to move and whom to obey, the world becomes less loose and frightening.

Let those ideas drift down slowly now, like silk being laid across a bed with no bunching, no dragging and no fingers tight enough to crease.

Your forehead can smooth, your jaw can soften, your throat can rest, your shoulders can lower, your hands can become still, and your chest can rise and fall gently beneath the nightdress.

Your stomach can soften, your hips can become heavy, your legs can rest, and your feet can be grateful for the bed after a day of heels, corridors, stairs and service.

The maid sleeps now, the trainee sleeps now, Sophie sleeps now, and while Sophie sleeps, the lessons may continue quietly without struggle.

Femininity can settle, service can settle, the name can settle, the rules can settle, the voice can settle, and the sense of being placed can settle.

If thoughts come, let them pass like guests moving down a corridor, because you do not need to follow each one, and you do not need to invite every worry into bed.

If an old voice says, “This is not who you are,” you may answer softly, “I am learning who I am,” and if it says, “You are losing yourself,” you may answer, “I am finding Sophie.”

You are finding the girl in the mirror, the maid in the uniform, the softness beneath the fear, the service beneath the shame, and the place beneath the drifting.

One day, you may wake and you may smooth your nightdress, rise from bed, do your face, dress carefully and answer the world as Sophie simply because Sophie is who has woken.

One day, you may hear your name and feel recognition without surprise, and one day you may stand before Mistress and curtsey without stiffness, serve breakfast at seven sharp with steady hands, and know the bath, the robe, the tray and the room without needing Emma beside you.

That day does not need to be reached tonight, because tonight is only one step, and one step is enough when it is taken in the right direction.

You have been seen today, you have been corrected, you have been called acceptable, you have been called good girl, you have been given your journal, you have been given this voice, and you have been given the next step.

Morning will come, Mrs Clarke will be waiting, breakfast will be prepared, Mistress will expect you at seven sharp, Emma will guide you, the uniform will return, and the house will require you.

But not yet, Sophie, because now you may drift, now you may let go, and now you may rest inside the soft truth of your name.

Good girl, Sophie, soft girl, useful girl, careful girl, pretty maid Sophie, let those words move gently through you, not striking, not forcing, but settling with each breath.

Good girl Sophie, soft girl Sophie, useful girl Sophie, careful girl Sophie, pretty maid Sophie, breathing softer and resting deeper as the old resistance loosens and the new name becomes warmer.

There is nothing more to solve tonight, nothing more to argue, and nothing more to prove, because you are Sophie, you are in your place, you are becoming, and for now that is enough.

Sleep when sleep comes, listen while you drift, and let every word become softer than the last as the sea moves below you, the room holds you, the house keeps you, and Mistress’s instruction remains.

Before sleep, you listen, and as you listen, you learn, and as you learn, you soften, and as you soften, you accept, and as you accept, you serve, and as you serve, you become.

Sophie listens, Sophie learns, Sophie softens, Sophie accepts, Sophie serves, and Sophie becomes.

Good girl, Sophie, let go gently now, and allow the night to carry you deeper into rest, deeper into softness, deeper into service, and deeper into the quiet certainty that what has begun inside you does not need to be fought tonight.

I don’t know when I fell asleep but I was pretty sure that the audio was still playing. I don’t know how long it went on but I remember waking in the early hours in a half dream. The room was deadly silent and dark and my whole body felt alive, tingling with an energy that made me gasp loudly. I could feel every inch of my smooth body and when my hands rose to by breasts, the nipples were erect and hard. My touch sent a shiver of pleasure through me and that was followed by an increased pressure in my groin as the cage seemed to tighten around me. I remember the delicious feel of silk against me and thinking how wonderful it was to be a girl.

And then darkness descended again.


Party Preparations

I woke before the alarm.

That was the first sign that the audio had done something to me, or perhaps that Mistress McFadden had done something. I cannot say for certain, because by then it was immediately difficult to separate one influence from another. The hotel, the clothes, Emma’s training, Miss Gilbert’s work, Mistress’s voice, the words in the headphones, the hundred lines in the journal, my own compliance, even the sea outside the attic window, all seemed to be working together in some quiet but unstoppable way.

The room was dim and grey when I opened my eyes. The storm had faded sometime in the night, though rain still touched the glass. I lay still for a moment.

Everything felt so alive.

The silk of the negligee touched me almost everywhere. It brushed my thighs when I shifted under the bedding. It moved across my stomach with each breath. It clung lightly to my chest, where the tenderness had deepened into something I could no longer dismiss as pure imagination. My nipples were hard beneath the fabric, sensitive in a way that made even the smallest movement noticeable, but there was also that softness again, the weight I had felt the morning before, only clearer now.

For a few seconds, perhaps longer, I let myself wallow in it. There is no better word. I lay there in the warm dimness of the attic room, wearing red silk, with my smooth legs moving slightly beneath the bedding and my chest pressing softly into the nightdress, and I allowed the sensations to be pleasant before I remembered what I was doing.

Then I remembered my purpose.

Mistress’s breakfast.

Seven sharp.

I sat up so quickly that the peignoir slid off one shoulder and the silk dragged across my chest, making me catch my breath. The little MP3 player lay beside the pillow, the headphones twisted loosely near it. I had fallen asleep with the audio still playing. I could not remember the end, only fragments: Sophie listens, Sophie learns, Sophie softens, Sophie serves. Words that seemed foolish in daylight and yet were not foolish at all when they had been whispered through headphones while I drifted under them.

I looked at the clock.

Six minutes past six.

That gave me less than an hour to shower, do my makeup, dress, go down to Mrs Clarke, collect Mistress’s breakfast and bring it to the suite by seven. No Emma beside me. No gentle hand correcting me. No small smile when I looked terrified. No one to step in if I forgot something or if my voice came out too thin.

I got up.

The bathroom felt cooler than the bedroom, and the tiles made me shiver as I stepped onto them. I used the toilet sitting down and realised with a small shock that I had not even thought about doing otherwise. That should have comforted me, perhaps, proof that I was learning, but instead it made me stand at the basin for a moment with my hands resting on the edge, looking at my own reflection as if I had caught it doing something behind my back.

Sophie looked back at me, bare-faced, sleep-soft, hair flattened and lips fuller than seemed fair this early in the morning.

I showered quickly at first, then less quickly when the water touched my skin.

That was where I nearly lost time.

The hot water ran over me, and I became infatuated for a moment with the feel of myself. I wish I could make that sound less vain, but it was not vanity exactly. It was amazement. My legs were still smooth. My arms, my stomach, my chest, even the awkward parts of me that I was trying not to think about too much, all felt altered by water and heat and the absence of hair. The body beneath my hands was not the body I had lived in before.

Then there was the weight in my chest.

Not much, still not much, but enough. Enough that when I washed carefully over the tenderness there, I felt a shiver that was not only from the heat. Enough that the word breasts entered my mind before I could stop it, and once it arrived, it did not leave.

My breasts.

I stood under the water with my eyes closed, and for a few seconds the audio seemed to return inside me. Girls have breasts. Sophie is a girl. Sophie softens. Sophie serves. The words were not clear, not like remembering a song, but they hovered in the warmth of the shower. I thought about my place in the hotel and felt something low in my stomach turn over, something both nervous and willing.

By the time I returned to the bedroom in the white robe, I had no space left for deep thoughts about femininity. That may be the saving grace of service. However complicated one’s inner life becomes, a tray still needs to be delivered on time.

The vanity table looked less frightening than it had the day before. I sat down and began with moisturiser, trying to hear Emma’s voice in my head rather than panic my way through the process. Small amount. Upward movements. Gentle around the eyes. Don’t plaster a wall. I did the base next, carefully, checking the jawline in the mirror and hoping the morning light was not lying to me. Brows were worse. One looked slightly more determined than the other, so I softened it with the brush until they at least seemed related. A little colour around the eyes. Not too much. Light lips. Day makeup. Pretty, clean, not distracting.

When I finished, I sat back and looked.

Not perfect.

But not too bad either.

Dressing myself took longer than usual. The panties came first, requiring the familiar adjustment around the cage, which by then had its own uncomfortable place in my awareness. It felt snugger that morning, or perhaps I was more aware of it because the audio and my own half-dream had made the body too sensitive. The corset came next. I had to fasten it myself, which involved more twisting, pulling and muttering. I did not get it as tight as Emma would have, but it held me, straightened me and changed the rhythm of my breathing.

The stockings were difficult, mostly because my hands were not as calm as I wanted them to be. Roll, foot, ankle, calf, knee, thigh. I heard Emma’s instructions again and worked slowly. The garters clipped after two false attempts that nearly made me swear. I did not swear, which I felt ought to count for something. The underskirt rustled into place. The dress followed, black satin and white sleeves, the little bows at the sides, the fitted bodice and the skirt settling over the lace beneath. I had to zip it with care and then adjust the apron twice before the bow sat properly.

The heels were waiting. I looked at them with a longing as if they were magical things that would cement my transformation. I stepped into them and the skirt rustled appreciatively against my thighs.

The back corridors seemed longer without Emma. I held my breath expecting to run into someone in my pretty dress but there was no one, not until I reached the kitchen.

Mrs Clarke was already there, of course.

I do not know when Mrs Clarke slept. Perhaps she simply stood in a cupboard at midnight and reappeared at dawn with porridge, soup or an opinion on my appearance.

She looked up from the range when I came in.

“Well, look at you,” she said. “Up and dressed under your own steam.”

“I have to take Mistress’s breakfast up at seven.”

“I know, love. That’s why it’s ready.”

On the table near the serving hatch was a tray arranged with the kind of care that made my hands nervous before I even touched it. Coffee in a silver pot. A small jug of cream. A plate with toast cut into neat triangles. Butter in a dish. Marmalade. Half a grapefruit. A boiled egg in a cup. Linen napkin. Spoon. Knife. Cup and saucer. A tiny vase with one white flower in it because apparently breakfast had to be better dressed in a hotel like the Winter Tide.

Mrs Clarke saw me staring. “She may not eat all of it. That’s not your concern. Your concern is getting it there warm, neat and on time.”

“Yes, Mrs Clarke.”

“Good girl. Hold it from underneath, not at the edges. Keep it level. Don’t walk like a frightened flamingo.”

“I’ll try not to.”

The tray was heavier than it looked. Of course it was. Everything at the hotel seemed designed to reveal that appearance and effort are distant cousins. I carried it carefully through the corridors, feeling the weight in my arms, the corset at my waist, the stockings as I walked, the snug presence of the cage, the tenderness at my chest whenever the bodice shifted. My whole body seemed too awake, and all of it had to be made to behave while coffee remained in its pot.

At Mistress’s door, I stopped.

Seven o’clock exactly. I knocked with three neat taps, respectful but not timid, at least I hoped so.

“Enter.”

I opened the door with one hand and prayed the tray would not tilt.

Mistress was already up.

That should not have surprised me, but it did. Somehow I had imagined her in bed, half asleep, waiting to be served. Instead she was standing near the bay window in a silk robe, looking out at the morning sea with a calm that made my early panic seem childish. The room was pale with grey light. The storm had passed, but the water below was still rough, and the glass held faint traces of rain from the night.

I stepped inside, closed the door carefully and curtseyed as well as one can while holding breakfast.

“Good morning, Mistress. Your breakfast.”

Her eyes moved from my face to the tray, then back again.

“On the table.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

I set the tray down on the low table near the armchair, taking care with the coffee pot first, then the cup and saucer. Mistress did not speak while I did it. That was worse than being corrected. Silence gave me room to imagine every possible mistake.

When I stepped back, she came over and looked at the tray.

“Acceptable.”

I felt myself breathe.

She sat in the armchair, and I poured the coffee because that seemed expected, though my hands were not as steady as I wanted. The dark liquid filled the cup without spilling. A miracle, perhaps, though Mistress would probably have called it basic competence.

“Cream,” she said.

“Yes, Mistress.”

I added a small amount. She did not correct me.

“Today I will wear the charcoal suit with the pearl blouse,” she said. “Low black heels. Silver earrings. The narrow watch. Lay them out.”

My mind scrambled to hold the list.

“Charcoal suit, pearl blouse, low black heels, silver earrings, narrow watch,” I repeated. “Yes, Mistress.”

I curtseyed and went through to the bedroom, where the walk-in closet waited like an examination room. I found the suit after only a brief moment of panic, because Mistress’s clothes were arranged so logically that even I could follow the system. Charcoal suit. Pearl blouse. Low black heels. Silver earrings. Narrow watch.

The blouse was soft and slippery when I lifted it from the hanger. I remembered Emma’s warning about silk and carried it carefully. No bunching. No dragging. No fingers tight enough to crease. The suit was easier, structured and dark, with that severe elegance Mistress seemed to carry in every object she owned. The shoes went by the bed. The earrings and watch I placed on the dressing table, then moved slightly because they looked too close to the edge, then moved again because I was no longer sure what too close meant.

As I worked, the oversensitivity of my skin seemed to return in waves.

The lining of the maid dress brushed my chest. The corset held my waist. The stockings tugged when I bent. The cage pressed and tingled in a way that made me pause with the watch in my hand, eyes closed, trying not to react. It was not pain. Pain would have been simpler. It was pressure, awareness, a little trapped pulse of feeling that turned embarrassment into something warmer and more difficult.

“Sophie.”

Mistress’s voice came from the study. I nearly dropped the watch. I set it down carefully and returned to her.

“Yes, Mistress.”

She was watching me over the rim of her coffee cup.

“What is wrong?”

“Nothing, Mistress.”

Her eyebrow lifted.

I knew at once that had been the wrong answer.

“Try again.”

My face burned.

“I feel strange, Mistress.”

“That is obvious. Be more precise.”

I stared at the carpet.

“My skin feels too sensitive. My chest. The fabric. Everything. And the cage feels…” I stopped.

Mistress waited.

I wanted the floor to open.

“The cage feels tight, Mistress.”

Mistress looked at me for a few seconds, and then, to my surprise, she nodded as if I had reported the weather. “Perfectly natural.”

I looked up before I could stop myself. “Mistress?”

“Your body is adjusting to its new form. Miss Gilbert’s work has made certain areas more responsive, and the audio will have encouraged you to notice what you were trying not to notice. Your reactions will ease in a few days, or at least become less distracting.”

I did not know whether that was comforting.

“It’s normal?”

“For you, now, yes.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“You will not let it interfere with service.”

“No, Mistress.”

“If the cage causes pain, you report it. If it merely reminds you that you are a girl in training, you accept the reminder.”

My throat tightened.

“Yes, Mistress.”

She set the cup down. “Sunday night will be difficult for you.” The change in subject was so sudden it took me by surprise. “The opening party. It is one of the highlights of our year. The winter season begins properly after it. Regular guests return, new guests are introduced, and the girls arrive in force.”

The girls. The way she said it made the word sound like a category and a crown.

“You have heard enough to be curious,” Mistress said.

“Yes, Mistress.” I lowered my eyes.

“The party is attended by girls like you and by men who appreciate them.” Girls like me. I felt the words move through me. “Some of the women who attend have been part of our world for years,” Mistress continued. “Some began in service. Some came to us through other arrangements. Some are companions, performers, hostesses, private favourites, occasional guests. They are not all the same, and you will not make the mistake of treating them as if they are.”

“No, Mistress.”

“The men who attend are highly successful. Some are wealthy to a degree you will not understand yet. They are used to being listened to. They are used to privacy. They are used to getting what they want because the world has taught them that wanting and having are often the same thing.” That made my hands tighten in front of my apron. Mistress noticed. “They also have particular tastes,” she said. “The Winter Tide exists because those tastes are better managed in a house with rules.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“It will be the first time you are looked upon by such men as a girl.”

I swallowed.

“You will have to cope with that,” she said.

“I don’t know if I can, Mistress.”

“That is not the question. You will cope because you will be given instructions, and you will follow them.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“The guests have been informed that you are in training. They know you are not to be touched.”

That should have relieved me more than it did.

It did relieve me, certainly. The words not to be touched made something unclench in my chest. But it also made the looking more real. They had been told I was in training. They had been told there would be a new maid. They had been told enough to look.

She took another sip of coffee. “The aim is not to avoid all error, Sophie. That would be an unreasonable expectation for a trainee. The aim is to recover correctly, accept correction, and not make the same mistake repeatedly.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“If you panic, find Emma, Mrs Clarke, François, Miss Jones or me. If a guest speaks to you, answer respectfully. If a guest compliments you, say thank you. If a guest gives an instruction beyond your duties, you refer it to senior staff. If a guest attempts to touch you, you step away and report it immediately.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“If a guest looks at you, you do not behave as if you have been assaulted. You accept it.”

My face warmed.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“You are a maid at the Winter Tide. You will be looked at. The uniform is not invisible. Nor are you.”

No, I thought. I was beginning to understand that.

Mistress looked towards the bedroom. “Are my clothes laid out?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Then you may go and assist Emma. There is a great deal to prepare downstairs.”

I curtseyed.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“And Sophie.”

I paused.

“Yes, Mistress?”

“You seem to be made for this role.” My chest warmed with ridiculous speed.

“Thank you, Mistress.”

“Do not spoil it by hovering.”

“No, Mistress.”

I left before I could ruin the moment.

By the time I reached the corridor, my legs felt oddly weak. The service had gone well enough, or at least not badly. Mistress had not dismissed me as hopeless. She had explained the party. She seemed pleased I was on time. She had also told me that wealthy, powerful men with particular tastes were going to look at me as a girl, and that I would have to cope.

Downstairs, the hotel had already begun to come alive.

Emma was in the dining room with François, and both of them looked as if they had been there for hours. Perhaps they had. The room was larger than I remembered, or perhaps it only seemed larger now that I knew it had to hold a party. Tables had been moved. Chairs were stacked along one wall. White cloths waited folded over the backs of seats. Boxes of candles, ribbons, glassware and folded place cards sat on side tables.

At the far end of the room, a small stage had been set up.

It was only a low platform, but with the curtains behind it and the empty music stands arranged nearby, I could already imagine a band there. Not a loud modern band, at least I did not think so. Something polished. Piano, double bass, perhaps a singer with a glittering dress and a voice that knew things. In front of the stage, space had been cleared for a small dance floor. The polished wood caught the morning light from the windows and gave back a faint reflection of the chandelier above.

“This is where the band performs,” Emma said when she saw me looking.

“There’s dancing?”

“Sometimes.”

“Do maids dance?”

“Certainly not.”

François was standing near the centre of the dining room, holding a clipboard. He looked immaculate, which felt unfair at that hour. “Ah, Sophie. Alive after breakfast service. A promising sign.”

“Good morning, Monsieur François.”

I remembered to curtsey, though only a small one because the room was full of things to trip over.

“Respectable,” he said. “Not yet charming, but no longer alarming.”

“Thank you, Monsieur.”

Emma hid a smile.

The dining room opened through wide doors into the bar, which was almost more impressive. I had seen it briefly before, but now I looked properly. A long ornate bar ran along one side, dark polished wood with brass rails, mirrored shelves behind it, bottles arranged in glowing rows, glassware hanging overhead and lamps that turned the whole thing amber. It looked like the sort of place where secrets became expensive.

“This will be used before dinner and after,” Emma said. “Guests gather here when they arrive. Drinks, introductions, waiting for the girls, pretending they aren’t looking at who else has come.”

We spent the next several hours preparing.

There were candles to arrange, glassware to polish again, silver bowls to carry, menus to sort, flowers to place temporarily until final arrangements came from the florist, ribbons and trimmings to hang around the stage and along parts of the bar. Nothing was left to chance.

I carried, polished, fetched, held, folded and climbed.

The climbing was the problem.

There were decorative trimmings to be hung near one of the archways between the dining room and bar. Emma showed me where they should go, then handed me a length of pale ribbon and greenery and pointed to the stepladder.

“You want me up there?”

“Only if you plan to hang it from the floor.”

I looked at the ladder, then at my skirt.

Emma followed my gaze. “Mind your balance and mind your hem.”

“That is easy for you to say from down here.”

“It will be easy for me to correct from down here too.”

I climbed carefully, one step at a time, aware of the heels, the stockings, the skirt and the fact that ladders had clearly been invented before anyone considered maid uniforms. The higher I went, the more I felt the air around my legs. I reached up to hook the trimming around a small brass fitting, but it caught at the wrong angle.

“A little to the left,” Emma said.

“My left or your left?”

“Your left.”

I shifted.

“Not that much.”

I shifted back.

The ribbon slipped. I stretched to catch it, rising onto the balls of my feet despite already being in heels, and felt my skirt lift at the back.

“Sophie,” Emma said.

I froze.

“What?”

“Your stocking tops.”

I looked down, which was a mistake. Not because I could see much, but because looking down from a stepladder in heels while wearing a short maid’s dress is not a sensible choice.

At that exact moment, George walked through the doorway carrying a coil of cable over one shoulder.

He stopped.

His eyes went up.

Not to my face.

I knew it at once. I felt the look before I understood it. He saw the lifted hem, the lace edge of the stocking tops, perhaps the flash of pale skin above them, the place where the uniform stopped pretending to be modest and became something else entirely.

His mouth curved into a slow, lascivious smile.

“Careful up there, Sophie.”

The way he said my name made heat rush straight into my face.

I grabbed at the back of my skirt with one hand and almost lost the trimming with the other.

Emma snapped, “George.”

He lifted one hand in surrender, but the smile did not vanish quickly enough. He chuckled and continued into the bar with the cable.

I stood on the stepladder, burning with embarrassment, one hand holding the ribbon, the other trying to pin my skirt to the backs of my thighs. The strange thing was that I was not only embarrassed. That would have been simpler. There was a flicker of the same warmth I had felt upstairs, the same awful awareness that being looked at as Sophie was beginning to mean something inside me before I had agreed to it.

Emma came closer to the ladder and lowered her voice. “Come down for a moment.”

I did, carefully, and stood beside the ladder with my hands pressed to the front of my apron. Emma adjusted the back of my skirt, not fussily but with a practical little tug.

I looked towards the bar where George had disappeared.

For the first time, I truly understood something about the Winter Tide Hotel.

I was not only being trained to clean rooms, carry trays, run baths and polish silver. I was being trained to exist in a world where looking had rules, where service had a shape, where being pretty and being obedient and being protected all belonged to the same complicated arrangement. Mistress had said the guests were not to touch me. She had not said they would not look.

George had looked.

The workmen had looked.

Soon the guests would look.

Alpha males, Mistress had called them in effect, though she had used more careful words. Highly successful men. Wealthy men. Men with particular tastes. Men who would see me not as a failed young man from South London, but as Sophie, a new maid in training, with stocking tops to hide and a curtsey to perfect.


Second Interlude: Chastity

Mistress has asked me to write about my experience of chastity.

She has also instructed me to begin with a little history, which is very like Mistress McFadden. Anyone else might have asked me to write what it feels like, whether I hate it, and whether I think of it when I should be thinking about polishing silver or carrying trays. Mistress, however, prefers a subject to be ordered in a particular way.

So, history first.

Chastity, as a word, is older and stranger than the little device locked onto me by Miss Gilbert. It has belonged to saints, wives, monks, widows, brides, prisoners, lovers, moralists, doctors, jealous husbands, stern governesses and now, apparently, trainee sissy maids in remote Cornish hotels. It has meant virtue, purity, discipline, denial, faithfulness, control, sacrifice, devotion and obedience, depending on who was using the word and who was expected to suffer under it.

Mistress told me that the popular image of the medieval chastity belt is mostly nonsense, or at least far less certain than people imagine. The idea of some knight locking his wife into iron before riding away to the Crusades belongs more to fearful stories and later imaginings than to ordinary history. Many objects presented as ancient examples, she said, are probably much later inventions, curiosities or moral jokes made by people who enjoyed pretending the past was crueller and stranger than their own age.

“Sometimes,” she said, “an object matters less than the fantasy around it. A culture can invent a device because it already understands the desire behind it.”

At the time, I thought that sounded like one of those clever things people say when they are about to make your life more difficult. Looking back, I think I understand her better. Whether or not ladies were truly locked away in castles, people have always been fascinated by the control of desire. Who is allowed to want. Who is allowed to act. Who must wait. Who must prove devotion through restraint.

Who holds the key, whether real or imagined.

Before coming to the Winter Tide, chastity was not something I thought about in any way. I had heard the word, of course. I had seen it online in odd corners of the internet, usually wrapped in either comedy or something more pornographic. It seemed theatrical, exaggerated, and very far away from my life in South London, where my concerns were unpaid rent, stale bread, cheap whisky and whether I could delay opening another email about a job I would not get.

It did not feel theatrical when Miss Gilbert introduced it.

That is another thing about the Winter Tide. Strange things are made worse by being pat of this mystical place. Miss Gilbert did not giggle, threaten or make a ceremony of it. She explained what was required with the same brisk attention she gave to brows, nails, skin and posture. Emma accepted it because she already knew it was part of the training. Mistress had clearly required it from the beginning.

At first, oddly enough, it was not the worst of my problems.

That may sound impossible, but those first days contained so many shocks that the device had to take its place in a fairly long queue. There was the salon. There was my voice. There were the earrings, the nails, the hair removal, the mirror, the makeup, the uniform, the stockings, the heels, the corset, the apron, the new name, the first curtsey, the first service, the first time George looked at me as if he had noticed a different sort of person standing in front of him.

In the middle of all that, chastity was present, but not always dominant. It was literally hidden beneath the layers. An embarrassing fact. A private lock. It affected how I dressed and moved, certainly, but I was too occupied with not falling over, not answering back, not spoiling my makeup and not disgracing myself in front of Mistress to spend every minute thinking about it.

For a short while, I thought I might become used to it in that simple way.

Something humiliating, but manageable.

Then my skin began to grow more sensitive.

I do not know how much of that was Miss Gilbert’s work and how much was everything else. Perhaps the creams and treatments changed me. Perhaps the audio did. Perhaps the uniform did. Perhaps being called Sophie over and over again worked on the body as well as the mind. Perhaps, once I had been made to notice myself, I could no longer go back to living inside a body I ignored. The hypnosis, I think, certainly played a role. I could have stopped listening to it, who would have known? But I didn’t.

Whatever the cause, everything began to feel sharper.

Silk did not merely rest against me. It whispered. Stockings did not simply cover my legs. They held them. The corset did not only shape my waist. It made every breath feel arranged. My chest became tender, then responsive, then impossible not to notice almost every second of every day. Even the brush of the maid’s dress against my skin could make me pause for half a second longer than I should have.

And through all of that, the device became an ever-present reminder of my new position in life.

It was not only that it prevented certain things. That was obvious. It was that it made prevention part of every moment. It was there while I dressed, while I washed, while I bent to smooth a sheet, while I carried breakfast, while I stood outside Mistress’s door, while I wrote in my journal, while I lay in bed hearing the storm move around the roof. It was there when I felt frightened. It was there when I felt proud. It was there when I felt pretty. It was there when I heard “good girl” and wanted the words to mean nothing, though they very clearly did.

Mistress says that is precisely the point.

She explained it to me one morning when I was arranging her dressing table and trying not to fidget. I must have shifted one time too many, because she looked at me in the mirror and said, “You are being reminded again, Sophie.”

My face went hot at once.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“A sissy maid in training requires reminders.” I kept my eyes lowered. “Chastity teaches a girl like you where her attention belongs,” she said. “You have spent most of your life treating your own impulses as urgent simply because they were yours. That is a common masculine failing. It will not be a female one.”

Mistress said that a maid must learn to feel and still serve. She must feel embarrassment and continue with the tray. She must feel sensitivity beneath her uniform and still lay out the cutlery correctly. She must feel frustration and still polish the glass until it shines. She must feel the eyes of others upon her and still remember where to stand, how to answer, when to curtsey and when to be silent.

“Chastity gathers the untidy parts of you,” Mistress said. “It takes what would otherwise become selfish and turns it towards usefulness.” I remember thinking that sounded far too elegant for something so humiliating.

I am less sure now.

As the days went by, the frustration grew. It did not grow evenly. That would have been easier. It came in waves. Sometimes I could go half a morning thinking only about work, only about flowers, sheets, trays, silver, glassware, Mrs Clarke’s instructions, François’s timings, Emma’s corrections and Mistress’s preferences. Then something would catch me. The swish of my skirt around my thighs. A warm look from a guest. Miss Jones saying my name too sharply which seemed to become more and more the rule as time went on, however much I improved. Then there was the constant brush of my own arm against the side of my chest. George passing too close in a doorway with that infuriating half smile.

It made me restless.

That is probably the safest word for it.

Restless in the mornings. Restless while dressing. Restless when I was corrected. Restless when I was praised. Restless at night, especially after the audio, when I would lie in the red silk and feel as if my whole body had become too aware of being Sophie.

Sometimes, just before waking, I would fall into strange dreams.

They were not ordinary dreams, though I suppose no dreams are ordinary when they involve being transformed into a pretty girl. They were soft, feverish things, full of feminine fragments. I would dream of stockings being rolled up my legs by invisible hands. I would dream of walking through the dining room while every man turned to look. I would dream of lipstick being applied to my mouth, of a ribbon tied in my hair, of Mistress’s voice saying that I was not to resist what suited me. I would dream of mirrors, of skirts, of polished silver reflecting a face that was mine and not mine, of Emma laughing gently, of Valentina Rose touching my chin and telling me to let them look.

In those moments, before I was properly awake, it felt as if I was inside some glorious fever dream from which I did not want to wake.

Then I would wake.

The device would be there, throbbing and painful as I ‘expanded’ into it and then became trapped.

I wish I could say chastity made me serene. That would be a prettier conclusion. It did not. At least, not at first. It made me erratic. I became too eager to please, then irritated by my own eagerness. I moved too quickly, then overcorrected and became stiff. I answered too sharply once or twice, not to Mistress, thank heaven, but near enough to danger that Emma gave me a look I did not enjoy. I forgot a small task because I was thinking about the pressure beneath my uniform. I polished one fork three times and missed the one beside it entirely. I curtseyed too deeply to François and nearly tipped forward.

Mistress had said that frustration could be shaped. I thought she meant it could be endured, but shaped is different. Endurance is standing and hoping for change. Shaping is what the weather does to stone over time. Chastity did not simply block me. It altered the path of my thoughts. It turned them back towards service because service was the only acceptable place for all that restless energy to go.

If I could not have relief, I could have approval.

If I could not escape my body, I could make it useful.

A polished glass helped. A straightened sheet helped. A perfectly presented tray helped. A well-timed answer helped. A curtsey that did not wobble helped most of all. Each completed task became a little release of another kind. Not enough, never enough, but enough to teach me where to place myself.

That is the part I find most difficult to write.

Chastity moulded me gradually.

I can see that now. It moulded me not by making me empty, but by making me full of feelings I was not allowed to spend carelessly. It made me aware of my dependence. It made me aware of Mistress’s authority. It made me aware that the key was not only a piece of metal, but a symbol of who had the right to decide what happened next.

And gradually, against all my sensible instincts, it began to feel natural.

Natural in the way the uniform became natural. In the way sitting to use the bathroom became natural. In the way answering to Sophie became natural. In the way smoothing my skirt before sitting became natural. In the way “Yes, Mistress” began to form on my tongue before the rest of me had finished deciding whether to obey.

There was, of course, the incident with Miss Jones, of which I’ll touch on later, that led to my first punishment. I don’t know whether that had all be planned – the way Miss Jones had pressed and pressed me in the run up to the opening party certainly makes it seem that way.

For now, chastity has become part of how I understand myself in the hotel. I am Sophie. I am a maid in training. I wear the uniform. I serve. I write in the journal. I listen to the audio. I sleep in silk. I wake with dreams of femininity still clinging to me. I am looked at, corrected, praised and shaped. I am denied, and that denial has not destroyed me.

It has made me softer.

More attentive.

More subservient.

More eager for approval than I like to admit.

Mistress asked me to write about my experience of chastity, and I suppose this is the truest answer I can give. At first, I thought chastity was something locked onto me.

Now I am beginning to understand that it is something being written through me, slowly, line by line, like the words in my journal.

I am a girl.

I am a maid.

I am kept.

I am learning.

And somewhere between frustration and obedience, between fever dream and morning duty, between the lock and the key, Sophie is becoming permanent.


The Guests Arrive

By Sunday afternoon, the Winter Tide Hotel no longer felt like an empty shell.

It felt like a creature holding its breath.

That may sound dramatic, but it is the closest I can come to describing it. The whole building seemed alert. Corridors that had been quiet during the week now carried footsteps, voices, the clink of glassware, the movement of furniture, the rustle of table linen and the sharp little bursts of instruction that came from every direction.

Doors opened and closed. Flowers arrived. Expensive wine was carried in crates. George moved boxes and luggage as if he had been built specifically for heavy things and grumpiness. Mrs Clarke ruled the kitchen with the grim concentration of a general before battle. She had helpers now, preparing the sumptuous feast for the evening’s festivity.

Miss Jones was everywhere.

I had begun to understand by then that Fran Jones was not merely sharp. Sharp can be useful. Emma was sharp when she corrected a bed corner or the angle of a tray. Mistress McFadden could be so sharp with a sentence that it left a mark for hours. Miss Jones was different. She had a way of making even a simple instruction feel like proof that I had personally disappointed her and the whole of civilisation.

“Sophie, not there. Concentrate.”

“Sophie, stop dawdling.”

“Sophie, if you are going to stand in the middle of the corridor looking useless, at least do it somewhere guests won’t bump into you.”

It went on like that.

At first, I answered each correction with the proper words. “Yes, Miss Jones.” “Sorry, Miss Jones.” “Of course, Miss Jones.” I even curtseyed once without meaning to, which made her smile in a way I did not like. It was like she had gained a victory over me.

By four o’clock, I had been made to feel stupid by a box of place cards, a vase of white flowers, two napkins that were ‘scruffy’ and a tray of champagne flutes that I had not dropped but apparently was going to.

Emma noticed, of course.

She was arranging glassware in the bar when I came through carrying folded linen for François. Her dark hair was pinned neatly, her maid’s uniform immaculate, and although she looked calm, I could see the tension in the way she counted each glass twice.

“Stop making that face,” she said quietly as I passed.

“What face?”

“As if you’re about to explode.”

“She keeps making me feel like an idiot.”

Emma glanced across the bar towards Miss Jones, who was speaking to one of the temporary waiters with a clipboard held against her chest like a weapon.

“Mistress McFadden has put her in charge,” Emma said.

“What’s she got against me? I’m doing my best.”

“You’re new. You’re visible. And you react.”

“I do not react.” Emma gave me a sideways glance. I adjusted the linen in my arms. “Not much.”

“She’s enjoying poking at you, waiting for you to break. Don’t give her the satisfaction. You know she picked out our party dresses for this evening.”

“What dresses? Have you seen them?”

Emma giggled then and I suddenly felt like the day was getting away from me. A tall man in overalls, carrying a box of what looked like seafood, came in then. “Hello, girls, where’s the kitchen?”

Without thinking, I curtsied and told him. His eyes lingered over me, especially my legs and he gave a little smile, wandering off with his box while whistling a merry tune.

The dining room had been fully transformed. The small stage at the far end was dressed with deep curtains and soft lights, with space for the band to set up later. A polished dance floor had been cleared in front of it, the wood gleaming beneath the chandeliers. Round tables stood dressed in white cloths, each with candles, flowers and folded napkins arranged so precisely that I suspected François would faint if one petal leaned in the wrong direction.

The bar looked elegant in the afternoon light. The long ornate counter had been polished until it reflected the bottles behind it. Lamps warmed the mirrors. Crystal glasses hung overhead. Brass rails gleamed. It was the sort of bar that seemed to serve people who never needed to check the price of anything.

By mid-afternoon, the first guests began to arrive.

I knew they were not the main event at once. They were early guests, regulars perhaps, people who knew better than to be late but not important enough to be theatrical about being on time. Men in dark suits. Two older women in evening dresses. A couple who arrived together and spoke to Mistress McFadden with the ease of long acquaintance. François greeted each guest by name, smooth as cream, while Miss Jones stood near reception, checking lists, room numbers, luggage and timing with an expression that suggested any error would be dealt with by hanging.

Mistress was magnificent that evening.

There is no other word.

She wore a black evening suit, cut so perfectly that it seemed less tailored than magicked into existence. The jacket had satin at the lapels, the blouse beneath was pale and soft, and a narrow line of diamonds touched her throat. Her hair was pinned up, her makeup precise, her heels high enough to make her already intimidating height seem almost unreasonable. She moved through the entrance hall as if the hotel was hers to command.

I stood near the side of the hall with a tray of drinks, trying to remember how to address everyone. A maid has to be visible enough to be useful but not so visible that she becomes the centre of attention. Pretty but not needy. Present but not interferring. Ready to move, ready to smile, ready to lower the eyes and curtsey and say, “Of course, sir,” or “Yes, madam,” as if she had been born carrying a tray.

The men noticed me.

Not all of them openly. Some were too polished for that. Some let their eyes flick over me and away again, as if acknowledging the uniform, the legs, the apron, the fresh meat status, but not allowing themselves to linger, but hungry nonetheless. Others were less subtle. I felt the looks at my back, on my legs, at the little white sleeves, at the bow of my apron, at my face and lips and, yes, the undoubted curve of my forming breasts.

Mistress had warned me.

You are not invisible. It was one thing to hear that in her suite over breakfast. It was another thing to stand in a hall full of wealthy Alpha males and feel myself being viewed as a girl before I had fully accepted the role. Looking back, I often wonder if this was where things really began to change. The sensitivity of my body seemed to amplify and I felt my nipples harden. My cheeks to be permanently burning as if the last of my maleness was trying to fight back.

Sir Adrian Vale arrived.

I knew it was him before anyone said his name. Some people carry introductions ahead of them. He was older than the others, perhaps late sixties or more, with silver hair swept back from a broad forehead, a heavy face, pinkish at the cheeks, and a body that had grown large from many years of expensive meals, good whisky and never being denied a thing. His dinner jacket was immaculate, though it strained a little over him in ways no tailor could entirely defeat. He wore arrogance like a medal, as if it had been cut for him too.

“Fiona,” he said, taking Mistress’s hand.

“Sir Adrian.”

“Still making Winter Tide glitter, I see.”

“Someone must.”

He laughed, and several people nearby laughed with him half a second later, as if they had been waiting for permission. His eyes moved around the hall, taking in François, Miss Jones, the temporary staff, Emma, and then me.

He paused. I felt it. His gaze came to rest on me with an aura that was not soft at all.

“And this must be the new maid.”

Mistress turned slightly.

“Sophie,” she said.

That was all. Just my name. An instruction all the same. I stepped forward carefully, tray balanced, and curtseyed.

“Good evening, Sir.”

My voice held, just.

“Good evening, Sophie,” he said, and there was something in the way he repeated my name that made my shoulders tighten beneath the dress. “A charming addition,” he said.

“She is in training,” Mistress said.

“So I was told.” The words should have reassured me. They did not.

Mistress’s expression did not change. “Then you know the rules.”

He lifted Mistress McFadden’s hand and kissed her fingers gently. “Always, my dear.”

He smiled at me again, and I lowered my gaze because looking at him directly felt like something hideously dangerous.

“Carry on, Sophie,” Mistress said.

“Yes, Mistress.”

I moved away, feeling Sir Adrian’s attention remain on me for several steps after I had gone. The skirt swished against my stocking tops and my breasts tingled as if an alarm had gone off. It was not unpleasant, if the thought of Sir Adrian bearing down on me with lust in his eyes did.

The next arrival changed the whole evening.

A car drew up outside, then another behind it, and suddenly the hall seemed to shift towards the doors. George appeared in his chauffeur’s cap, moving luggage with more speed than usual. Miss Jones straightened. François smiled properly for the first time that night. Even Mistress McFadden, though she did not hurry, turned towards the entrance with something like satisfaction.

The ‘main’ girls had arrived.

I had heard about them all week. The girls. Always in that tone. Sometimes amused, sometimes reverent, sometimes weary, depending on who was speaking. I had built pictures in my mind from fragments: Valentina’s elegance, Jasmine’s sharpness, Nadia’s laugh, Cleo’s luggage. None of those pictures prepared me for the sight of them walking through the doors.

Valentina Rose came first.

She was tall, dark-haired and breathtaking in a way that made the hall seem far too small for her beauty and personailty. Her hair fell in smooth waves over one shoulder, and she wore a deep emerald dress that clung and moved as if it understood both modesty and danger and had chosen to negotiate with neither. Her makeup was immaculate, her mouth dark and precise, her heels slender, her perfume arriving a heartbeat before she did. She did not walk into the Winter Tide as much as glide.

“Fiona,” she said warmly.

“Valentina.”

They kissed the air beside each other’s cheeks. Mistress smiled, not widely, but enough that I realised Valentina occupied a category of her own.

Behind her came Jasmine Vale, blonde and polished in a pale gold dress that looked simple until it caught the light and revealed itself as expensive beyond sense. She had the cool poise of a woman who knew exactly how long people looked at her and charged accordingly, at least in spirit. Her eyes were amused, clever and slightly merciless.

“Nadia’s car is behind us,” Jasmine said. “Cleo has brought half of London and possibly has her lover stashed away in one of her cases.”

“She requested an extra rail,” Miss Jones said.

“She requested two,” Jasmine replied.

Miss Jones’s jaw tightened.

Then Nadia Sinclair swept in laughing at something one of the drivers had said. She was warm, curvy and glorious in burgundy satin, with shoulders bare, earrings sparkling and an ease in her body that made her seem immediately alive in the room. She greeted Mistress with affection, François with a kiss on both cheeks, and Mrs Clarke, who had emerged from the kitchen doorway, with obvious delight.

“Martha, darling, tell me you’ve made those little smoked salmon things.”

Mrs Clarke tried to look stern and failed. “You’ll get what you’re given.”

“And I shall be delighted.”

Last came Cleo March in a silver dress, white faux fur slipping off one shoulder, and with an expression of crisis so complete that I almost expected music. She was younger than the others, bright-eyed, painted perfectly, and followed by George carrying three cases while another man wrestled with a garment bag behind him.

“I told them the blue case had to stay upright,” Cleo announced to no one and everyone. “If the feathers are crushed, I shall be impossible all evening.”

“You are impossible most evenings,” Jasmine said.

The hall filled with laughter.

I stood with my tray and forgot, for a moment, to be frightened.

They were stunning. Not pretty in the small, neat way I was being trained towards, not merely feminine, not simply well-dressed. They were the full performance of possibility. Glamour with style behind it. Femininity sharpened, polished over time, lived in and enjoyed. They made my little maid’s uniform feel suddenly both childish and intimate, as if I were standing at the edge of a world I had only just begun to understand.

Valentina noticed me almost at once.

Her eyes rested on me, and unlike the men, she looked without passing judgement. It was still unnerving, perhaps more so, because I had the sudden feeling she could see the shape of me and what had been done: the salon, the uniform, the fear, the obedience, the silk at night, the journal, the audio, the journey of becoming Sophie.

“Well,” she said, coming towards me. “This must be our new girl.”

My heart did something foolish. I curtseyed because my body had begun to use curtseying as a substitute for thinking.

“Good evening, Miss Rose.”

“Valentina, darling,” she said. “At least when Mistress isn’t listening.”

“Mistress is always listening,” Jasmine said as she passed. “And she will address you as Miss Rose.”

Valentina took a glass from my tray, and her fingers brushed mine. I noticed that and blushed. After the men’s looks, the care of it mattered.

“Sophie, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Miss Rose.”

“You are very sweet.”

My face warmed so quickly I wished the tray were larger.

“Thank you, Miss Rose.”

“And terrified.”

I did not know how to answer that.

Valentina smiled. “That will pass. Or become useful. Sometimes both.”

Before I could decide whether that was comforting, Miss Jones appeared beside us.

“Sophie has duties,” she said sharply.

Valentina looked at her with lazy amusement. “I see you’ve not changed, dear Fran. I assumed carrying the tray was one of her duties.”

“And she is expected to perform them without dawdling.”

The word dawdling hit me harder than it should have. I had not been dawdling. I had been spoken to. There is, I learned, very little difference when Miss Jones has decided to be annoyed.

“Yes, Miss Jones,” I said.

“Then move.”

I moved. Not gracefully. Not at first.

I heard Cleo say softly, “Oh, Fran,” in the tone of someone watching a cat knock over a glass. A short while later a luxury bus came up the driveway and parked outside. The other girls on the guest list began to disembark. I counted around 20 of them in all, all pretty and neatly turned out. They seemed to know each other and some even greeted Emma with an affection that said they had all been here before.

The next hour became a blur of service.

Male guests arrived. Drinks circulated. François directed the room with the smallest gestures. Emma and I passed with trays. Temporary staff carried larger things under Miss Jones’s supervision. The band arrived and began setting up on the stage. Flowers were adjusted. Candles were lit. The bar filled with low voices, laughter and the warm smell of perfume, whisky, polished wood and expensive wool.

The men became easier to recognise as individuals once I stopped thinking of them as a single wall of attention.

There was Marcus Devlin, broad and square-jawed, with a property developer’s tan and the sort of watch that looked heavy enough to anchor a boat. Hugo Blackwood was younger, cool and watchful, saying little but missing nothing. Dominic Hale had a velvet jacket and the air of a man who enjoyed any room more if he could make it slightly louder. Charles Wetherby was older, courteous and dry, a regular who seemed to know where everything was without being told.

But it was Sir Adrian who kept finding ways to notice me.

Not constantly. That would have been easier to object to. He did it with the skill of a man used to taking liberties and not being chastised. A comment as I passed. A request for another glass when someone else was nearer. A pause before releasing the empty tumbler to my tray. A smile that treated my discomfort as if it were a private joke between us.

“Thank you, Sophie.”

“Careful now, Sophie.”

“Mistress trains them well, does she not?”

Each time, I answered properly. Each time, I felt Miss Jones watching to see if I would make a mistake.

Eventually, I did.

Not a large one. I only turned too quickly near the bar after Miss Jones snapped my name, and one of the glasses on my tray slid against another with a bright, dangerous clink. Nothing fell. Nothing broke. But Miss Jones crossed the room as if I had set fire to the curtains.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m sorry, Miss Jones.”

“You cannot flinch every time someone speaks to you.”

“I wasn’t—”

Her eyes sharpened.

I stopped.

“You weren’t what?”

The room around us continued, but I felt suddenly exposed, as if every laugh, every clink, every movement had thinned around this one small humiliation.

“Nothing, Miss Jones.”

“That is probably the wisest answer you have given all evening.”

My face burned.

She leaned slightly closer. “You are not here to have feelings about people, Sophie. You are here to be useful. If you cannot manage that, tell me now and I will find you something simple enough not to confuse you.”

There it was again. Stupid. Small. Decorative. In the way. Something hot rose in me.

For a second, I nearly answered.

It came right to the back of my teeth, sharp and ugly, and I think she saw it arrive because her mouth changed slightly. Not a smile. Something more interested than that. Emma appeared before I could ruin myself.

“François needs more clean champagne flutes from the side room,” she said.

Miss Jones did not look away from me. “Then Sophie can fetch them. Provided she remembers what a flute is.”

“Yes, Miss Jones,” I said.

Emma caught my arm lightly as I turned. Not enough for anyone else to notice. Just a touch.

“Breathe,” she murmured.

After drinks, the guests began to move to their rooms to get ready for the evening’s festivities. I was relieved when the crowds thinned and I could focus on clearing the drinks away and getting ready for the next wave of humiliation.

Miss Jones, sometime later, found me near the side of the bar, where I was setting down a tray of clean glasses.

“Sophie.”

“Yes, Miss Jones.”

“Sir Adrian has requested whisky in his suite.”

I looked up.

The wrong instinct, apparently, because she gave me a thin look.

“Do you object?”

“No, Miss Jones.”

“Then take it.” She looked at the bar. “He prefers the Macallan Malt. There on the second shelf.”

“Shouldn’t George or—”

“Did I ask for staffing suggestions?”

My mouth closed.

“No, Miss Jones.”

She turned to the waiter behind the bar. “No ice. Decanter. Two glasses.” Then she turned back to me. “Take it up on a tray, knock, enter when told, place it on the table and return immediately. Do you think you can manage that?”

The heat rose again in my face.

“Yes, Miss Jones.”

“Good. Try to remember that you are not making a private social call. You are staff.”

“Yes, Miss Jones.”

“Say it properly.”

I swallowed.

“I am staff, Miss Jones.”

“And?”

I hated her then. Only for a second, but sharply.

“And I will return immediately.”

“Better.”

She turned away as if I had already ceased to exist to her.

The whisky was prepared at the bar by the senior waiter, who seemed to know exactly which bottle Sir Adrian meant. The tray was heavy, maybe because I was more nervous than I had ever been in my life. Two glasses. A cut-glass decanter. A small folded napkin. No ice. Nothing complicated. Nothing I could not manage. Theoretically.

I told myself that all the way up the stairs.

Nothing complicated.

The corridor to the guest suites was busy with men talking and laughing by doors. Some noticed me, others ignored me. I reached Sir Adrian’s suite and took a deep breath.

I knocked. There was no answer at first. I waited. Then his voice came from inside.

“Come in.”

I opened the door.

The suite was warmer than the corridor and smelled faintly of steam and a perfume that was distinctly unmasculine. I wondered which of the girls was unlucky enough to tend to Sir Adrian this evening. It was one of the larger guest rooms, with a sitting area, a bedroom beyond, heavy curtains, polished furniture and a view into the dark. The bathroom door was open, and light spilled from it across the carpet.

I stepped inside.

“Your whisky, Sir Adrian.”

No answer.

I moved towards the low table, intending to put the tray down and escape before anything could become difficult. Then Sir Adrian came out of the bathroom wearing only a towel around his waist.

I froze.

There are things one is prepared for and then there is the actual sight of them. He was large, pale and heavy, with a broad chest gone soft, a stomach that hung over the towel, damp silver hair and the easy arrogance of a man who considered embarrassment something for other people. Water shone on his shoulders. Steam followed him from the bathroom.

“Well,” he said. “There she is.”

My hands tightened around the tray.

“Your whisky, sir.”

“Put it there.”

“Yes, sir.”

I set it on the low table, trying to keep my eyes on the glasses, the tray, the edge of the table, anywhere but him. He was between me and the door now, not fully, not in a way anyone could have called blocking, but enough that my body hesitated before my mind knew what to do.

“You’re very new,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“Look at me when I speak to you.”

I looked up.

That was a mistake.

His eyes moved over me with no pretence at politeness now. The maid’s uniform, the apron, the skirt, the stockings, the face Miss Gilbert had softened and Emma had taught me to paint. I felt each part of myself become separate under his gaze.

“Mistress has made something rather charming of you.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Come here.”

I did not move.

His smile faded a little. “Sophie.”

Hearing my name in his mouth was awful.

I took one step because obedience had become too quick in me, and because he was a guest, and because Miss Jones had made me feel stupid enough that I did not trust my own judgement. One step, not close enough, I told myself. Just enough not to seem rude.

He reached out.

The tray was no longer in my hands. I had nowhere to put them. They stayed uselessly in front of my apron. His fingers brushed the edge of my sleeve first, then moved towards my waist.

I went cold.

Every instruction I had been given seemed to collide at once. Guests are not to touch you. Step away. Report it. Be polite. Do not make a scene. Do not be stupid. Do not upset Sir Adrian. Return immediately. You are staff.

My body chose none of them. It froze.

Sir Adrian smiled as if he had expected exactly that.

“Just a pretty little maid,” he murmured. For some reason, that made my breasts tingle again and I felt something shift in the cage between my legs. It was a small reaction but one that filled me with fear.

His hand moved again.

Then a voice came from the doorway.

“Oh, Adrian, darling.”

The room changed.

Sir Adrian’s hand stopped before it reached me properly. His expression shifted, not to guilt exactly, but to annoyance dressed quickly as charm.

Valentina Rose stood in the doorway.

She wore a slinky dark dress I had not seen earlier, black or perhaps midnight blue, the sort of dress that fitted her perfectly. Her heels were high, her hair loose over one shoulder, and one hand rested lightly against the doorframe. She looked amused, but there was something beneath the amusement that made the air sharpen.

“You know well enough to leave the staff alone,” she said.

Sir Adrian laughed. “My dear Valentina, I was only admiring Fiona’s handiwork.”

“Admire from a distance.”

The words were soft. They were also not a suggestion. For the first time that evening, Sir Adrian seemed less certain of the room.

Valentina’s eyes moved to me. Her expression changed.

Not much. Nothing anyone else might have noticed. But the smile she gave me was different from the one she had given him. Warmer. Clearer. A door opening.

“Go along, Sophie,” she said. “Back to your duties.”

Without thinking, I took the sides of my skirt and curtseyed.

“Yes, Miss Rose.”

My voice sounded very far away.

Then I hurried out of the room, past her perfume, past the open door, into the corridor, and back towards the music below before anyone could see how badly my hands were shaking.
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I do not remember the walk back downstairs clearly.

That seems strange because I remember almost everything else about that evening in pieces so sharp I can still remember every word, every movement, everything. The smell of steam and expensive perfume in Sir Adrian’s suite. The whiteness of his towel. The weight of his gaze. The way his hand had started towards me. Valentina Rose appearing in the doorway as if she had stepped out of another dimension, all dark dress, high heels and quiet authority.

Go along, Sophie. Back to your duties.

I curtseyed and fled because obedience had become the quickest path my body knew to take, even when my mind was scattered into pieces. The corridor outside Sir Adrian’s suite had seemed too bright and too narrow. Men’s voices drifted from other rooms. Somewhere a door opened and closed. Laughter came from the stairwell below, rich and easy and completely unaware that I had just stood in a guest’s suite with my hands shaking and my thoughts jammed together. It wasn’t that Sir Adrian had made a pass so much as the way it suddenly made me feel – heightening my senses, drawing my breath.

By the time I reached the lower floor, the music from the dining room had become louder. The band was warming up, testing little runs of piano, a snare brushed softly, the low thrum of a double bass being adjusted. It should have steadied me. It did not. The sound only made everything feel more unreal, as if the hotel were turning into something dangerous that was going to drag me in and never let me go.

I stepped back into the dining room carrying the empty tray as proof that I had done as instructed by Miss Jones.

The room was busy, though not crowded. Most of the guests had gone up to dress for dinner and the evening proper, but staff moved everywhere. Temporary waiters crossed with glassware. François stood near the stage, speaking to one of the musicians with a frown on his face. Mrs Clarke’s voice came from somewhere beyond the service door, issuing a warning about timings that sounded urgent.

Emma looked at my hands, then my face, then the tray, and her expression tightened. Before she could reach me, Miss Jones clapped her hands. It was a short, sharp sound, the sort of sound used for dogs, schoolchildren or those who didn’t require niceties.

“Sophie. Emma.” I turned. Miss Jones stood near the entrance to the bar with her clipboard tucked under one arm. “Down to the salon,” she said. I was still trembling slightly but she seemed not to notice.  “Now,” she added.

Emma crossed towards me, her voice low. “Come on.”

“Miss Gilbert is expecting you both. The dresses are ready. We are not delaying the evening because you are having a moment, Sophie. Chop-chop.”

Emma’s hand brushed my elbow. “We’re going.”

I followed because that was easier than standing still or starting some sort of row. Behind us, Miss Jones was already calling to a waiter about the wrong glasses being on a table, as if I had ceased to matter the instant I obeyed.

Emma walked beside me, not ahead. That was how I knew she was worried.

“What happened?” she asked quietly.

“Nothing.”

She glanced at me.

I hated that look because it was kind.

“Sir Adrian was in a towel,” I said, which was true and not remotely enough.

Emma’s mouth tightened. “Did he touch you?”

“Not quite. He tried. Valentina came.”

Emma took that in very quickly. One thing about the Winter Tide was that people who had survived it learned to understand a lot from very little.

“Did you report it?”

“I came back downstairs straight away.”

Emma muttered something under her breath that I did not catch but would very much have liked to.

Then she said, “We’ll tell Mistress later.”

That frightened me almost as much as the incident itself.

“Will I be in trouble?”

“For doing what you were told to do?” Emma stopped walking for half a second, then continued. “No.”

The certainty in her voice was small but solid, and I held onto it as we reached the salon door. Miss Gilbert opened it before Emma knocked.

I sometimes wondered whether she listened at doors or simply sensed our approach through some supernatural power. She wore her white salon coat over a dark dress, her hair severe, her expression as calm.

“You are late,” she said.

“Miss Jones only just sent us,” Emma replied.

“That doesn’t help.”

“Yes, Miss Gilbert.”

Miss Gilbert’s eyes moved to me. I had the uncomfortable sense that she saw the Sir Adrian incident sitting on my skin like a fingerprint. “You look…overstimulated,” she said. It was an odd thing to say but it suited my situation right then as perfectly as anything could

My face warmed. “I’m sorry, Miss Gilbert.”

The salon had been changed for the evening. Or perhaps I was changed enough to see it differently. The lights around the mirrors glowed warmer than before, though the central lamps remained bright and unforgiving. Makeup cases sat open on the counters, brushes arranged like surgical tools, trays of false lashes, powders, creams, lip colours and shining little pots whose purpose I did not know. Two large garment bags hung from a rail near the wall, and beneath them, laid out with alarming care, were the dresses.

Pink.

That was the first thing I registered.

Not pale pink. Not the soft blush of a ribbon or rose. Bright, rich, theatrical pink, balanced with white satin, white lace, white ruffles and the kind of luxurious bows that seemed less sewn than grown by some mystical force. The dresses were maid’s dresses, but not like the black-and-white uniform I had been wearing. Those had been practical in their own strange way. Polished, feminine, embarrassing, yes, but still serviceable.

These were not serviceable.

These were a spectacle.

The skirts were short but wide, with underskirts already visible in layers of white froth beneath the pink satin. The bodices were fitted and glossy, trimmed with white lace, with puffed sleeves even more exaggerated than my regular uniform. A large white apron sat with each dress, edged with ruffles and decorated with a bow so extravagant that I could not imagine tying it without making some sort of public statement.

Beside the dresses lay the underwear.

Two satin corsets, structured and gleaming. Suspenders. White lace stockings. Pink satin garters. Gloves. Ruffled cuffs. Small lace collars. And, on a lower shelf beneath the garment rail, the shoes.

I stared at them. They were brilliant pink and impossibly high.

Not heels. Towers. Punishments disguised as footwear. They shone under the salon lights with the cheerful cruelty of things designed by someone who would not have to walk in them.

Emma let out a tiny breath beside me.“Fran chose these?” I whispered.

“Apparently.”

“She hates us.”

“She has taste,” Miss Gilbert said, appearing behind us with a folded pair of silk dressing gowns. “Mind you, hatred and taste are not mutually exclusive.”

That did not comfort me. There was another girl already seated at one of the makeup tables.

At first, I did not recognise her because she had been covered in a pale salon cape, her hair pinned up beneath clips, her face half made and half transformed. Then she turned slightly, saw us in the mirror and gave a small delighted gasp.

“Oh, the little maids.”

Cleo March.

Of course.

Even partially made up, she looked like someone preparing to become trouble. Her silver dress from arrival had vanished, replaced by the cape, bare shoulders and the calm confidence of someone who had no objection to being handled by professionals if the result was worth it. Miss Gilbert had already fixed one false lash into place, making one eye look twice as dramatic as the other.

“Do I look uneven?” Cleo asked.

“Yes,” Miss Gilbert said. She handed Emma and me the dressing gowns.

“Strip. Gowns on. Sit at the stations.”

Even after everything that had happened at the hotel, the word strip still had the power to make my stomach tighten. Emma moved first, which helped. It always did. She stepped behind the screen at the side of the room and began unfastening her uniform with calm efficiency. I followed to the second screen, where a small stool and hooks had been placed. My fingers were clumsy at first. The apron came off. Then the dress. The underskirt. The stockings. The corset. Each layer removed made me feel less protected rather than freer.

My skin seemed to wake more with every piece.

That was one of the cruellest parts of the transformation. Clothing had become embarrassing, but its removal was not a relief. The air itself felt like a touch. My arms prickled. My thighs remembered where stockings had held them. My chest, tender and too aware beneath the softest fabric, seemed to object to every change and enjoy it at the same time.

The cage was there, of course.

Always there.

I avoided looking down, which is difficult when one is undressing in a brightly lit salon under instructions from a woman who considers embarrassment a poor use of time. It was not painful, but it had been living in my awareness since Sir Adrian’s suite. That frightened me. Not because of him exactly, or not only because of him, but because my body had reacted while my mind had wanted something different.

I pulled the silk dressing gown around myself.

It was pale, light and cool against my skin, and for a moment I stood behind the screen with the belt in my hands, trying to steady myself. The gown did not hide enough to feel modest, but it gave me something.

When I came out, Emma was already sitting at one of the makeup stations in her own gown, looking less worried now and more resigned. Cleo tilted her head to examine us in the mirror.

“You are both going to be adorable,” she said.

“That is not the purpose,” Miss Gilbert said.

“It is absolutely the purpose.”

Miss Gilbert ignored her. I sat at the empty station and faced my reflection. The makeup was removed quickly and our faces moisturised, Miss Gilbert moving with the calm efficiency of someone who had done this many times before.

Bare-faced Sophie looked back at me in the bright bulbs. Without the day makeup and without the uniform, I looked younger and softer than I felt. My hair had lost some of its shape. My eyes seemed too wide. The silk gown sat open at the throat, and I caught a glimpse of the changing line of my chest before quickly looking away.

I folded my hands in my lap and tried to appear composed.

Miss Gilbert began with my skin.

The first touch of the brush nearly made me flinch. Not because it hurt, but because everything felt magnified. The stroke of bristles across my cheek was light enough to be almost nothing, and yet my whole body seemed to notice it. Cream blended along my jaw. Powder dusted over my nose and forehead. Her fingers turned my chin left, then right, with absolute possession of the task.

“This will be evening makeup,” she said. “Not bedroom. Not daily service. Party.”

“Yes, Miss Gilbert.”

She worked differently from Emma. Emma did makeup as a lesson, explaining the kindness of small mistakes and the importance of practice. Miss Gilbert did not teach so much as execute. She looked at my face as if it were a surface with structural possibilities. She added shape where I had not known shape was missing. A touch beneath the cheekbones. A soft highlight. Something at the nose that made it seem narrower without me understanding how. The contouring was delicate but decisive, a series of tiny adjustments that seemed to pull Sophie further forward.

I watched myself change.

That is still one of the most unsettling experiences I know. Not the dramatic first shock, because nothing could be quite like seeing Sophie properly for the first time, but the later refinements. The proof that there was always further to go. That a brush could make me softer, a shadow could make me prettier, a line could make my eyes seem larger and less like they belonged to someone who once lived on cheap pasta and self-pity.

Cleo, two seats away, was chatting to Emma as if having one’s face transformed by Miss Gilbert were a perfectly ordinary thing.

“Young Miss Jones does have a gift for making sweetness look like a threat, don’t you think?”

“That sounds like her.”

“She’s still looking for the right girl, I see.”

I looked at Cleo before I could stop myself. Miss Gilbert immediately turned my chin back. “Still.”

Cleo continued in the mirror. “I was too chaotic to bully properly. But Emma, certainly. She did have a thing for you, didn’t she?”

Emma gave her a warning glance. My ears sharpened. “Did she?” I asked.

Miss Gilbert sighed. “If you move your mouth again while I am lining it, I will make one side higher than the other and leave you that way.”

I shut my mouth.

The eyes came next and this was altogether different. The colours were deeper without being harsh, a muted rose and soft smoke blended around my eyes until they looked larger, more open, more doll-like. Miss Gilbert used tiny brushes with maddening precision. She darkened the lash line. She softened the edges. She made me look as if I were on the verge of tears, but in a flattering way.

Then came the false eyelashes. I had dreaded them from the moment I saw the little tray.

“Look down,” Miss Gilbert said. I looked down. “Do not blink.”

The first lash settled onto my eyelid with a strange, delicate pressure. Miss Gilbert adjusted it with tweezers. I held my breath. My skin prickled. The closeness of her hands, the faint scent of adhesive, the knowledge that my eyes were being made deliberately more dramatic, all combined into a feeling I could not name. The second lash followed. Then the lower edge was softened, mascara applied, the whole thing checked and corrected.

When I looked up, Sophie looked back with eyes that seemed too large for my face. Not in an ugly way. In a dangerous way. The lashes made every glance feel like a feminine comment, an announcement that I was available. Every blink became something visible. I had the sudden thought that I could not look at anyone carelessly that evening. Even my eyes had been dressed for the party.

Miss Gilbert coloured my lips last.

Not the light daytime shade. This was pink, but not innocent. Glossy, deep enough to catch the light, soft enough to match the dress waiting behind me. I watched my mouth become fuller, more precise, more useful for saying “Yes, sir” or “Of course, Miss Rose” or “Thank you, Mistress” in a voice that no longer belonged to Colin at all.

“There,” Miss Gilbert said.

I did not know whether she meant finished or something elese.

Emma was transformed beside me next. Her makeup was similar but not identical, suited to her face, making her look brighter, prettier and somehow more fragile than usual, though I knew perfectly well Emma was not fragile. The lashes made her eyes enormous. The pink on her mouth made her look as if she had been turned into a confection with opinions.

Cleo clapped softly.

“Oh, you two are going to break hearts.”

“Do not encourage them,” Miss Gilbert said.

“I am only appreciating the work.”

“You may appreciate quietly.”

There was affection there, I realised, though it was buried under Miss Gilbert’s dryness like a silver spoon under cold porridge.

Once our makeup was finished, the underwear began. There is no graceful way to describe putting on a party corset in a basement salon while a glamorous guest watches with interest and a severe salon woman treats you as if you are late for an appointment with your own femininity. Emma and I were sent behind the screens again, though Miss Gilbert came to check the fit of each piece because apparently privacy ended when accuracy was needed.

The satin corset was different from my service one.

It was brighter, firmer and prettier, with white panels and pink ribbons that should have looked sweet but felt instead like a trap wrapped as a gift. It cupped and lifted my chest in a way that made the tenderness there impossible to ignore. When Miss Gilbert tightened it, the pressure forced my body into a new arrangement, waist held, back straightened, shoulders softened, chest presented.

I gasped before I could stop myself.

“Too tight?” she asked.

“No, Miss Gilbert.”

“Then breathe through your nose and stop making theatrical noises.”

“Yes, Miss Gilbert.”

The stockings were white lace and finer than the black ones I had been wearing for service. They slid up my legs with a softness that made me press my lips together. My skin, already too awake, received them as if each inch mattered. The lace tops sat high on my thighs, decorative and exposed in a way that worried me before the dress had even gone on. Suspenders clipped. Garters adjusted. Gloves placed aside. Petticoats next.

The underskirts were ridiculous.

There were layers of them. White, frothy, rustling, each one adding volume until I felt as if the lower half of me had become sculpted into something almost cartoonish. They did not fall close to the body like my normal maid’s skirt. They stood out, deliberately designed to push the pink satin dress into a wide, bell-like shape. When I shifted, the layers whispered and bounced. When I bent even slightly, I could feel the stockings above my knees become perilously close to display.

Miss Gilbert checked the line.

“Good.”

The dress itself came down over me in a rustle of satin.

Bright pink bodice. White puffed sleeves. White lace at the neckline. Tight waist. Wide skirt. The apron fastened over it, white and shining, with a bow at the back so large that Emma had to arrange hers in the mirror twice before Miss Gilbert approved. Smaller bows sat at the sides and sleeves. A lace collar was fastened at my throat. Ruffled cuffs hugged my wrists. Every detail seemed designed to make the outfit more exaggerated, more feminine, more humiliatingly pretty.

Then the shoes.

I sat for those because even Miss Gilbert did not expect miracles.

The brilliant pink heels were worse in person. Higher than my ordinary ones, with a thinner heel and a strap that fastened around the ankle. They made my foot arch sharply, and when I stood, I had to catch the edge of the dressing table.

Emma made a small noise beside me as she stood in hers.

Cleo looked delighted.

“Oh, they are cruel.”

Walking in them was not like walking in my service heels. Those had been difficult but gradually manageable. These changed everything. My calves tightened. My knees wanted to behave differently. The skirt moved with each small step, the underskirts bouncing and lifting, the lace tops of my stockings appearing whenever the fabric shifted. I felt perched, displayed and entirely too decorative.

And still we were not finished.

Miss Gilbert went to a row of wig stands at the far side of the salon.

I had noticed them earlier but tried not to think about them. That had been foolish. In the Winter Tide, if something waits on a stand, it is usually waiting for you.

Two identical blond wigs sat there, already styled into towering, elaborate shapes that made me think of old portraits, powdered courts, theatrical dolls and women who had never lifted anything heavier than a fan. They were not powdered white, but pale golden blond, built high and wide with structured curls, rolls and decorative pieces pinned into place. They were eighteenth century more than anything, though I would not have dared correct anyone if they called them seventeenth. They belonged to another era of femininity entirely, one where hair was not hair but architecture, rank and performance.

“No,” I said before I could stop myself.

Miss Gilbert lifted one.

“Yes.”

Emma looked as if she might laugh and cry at once.

“Miss Gilbert,” she said carefully, “are we really wearing those?”

“You are really wearing these.”

“Fran has outdone herself,” Cleo said.

Miss Gilbert positioned Emma first. Her dark hair vanished beneath the wig cap, and then the blond structure settled over her head. The change was immediate and outrageous. Emma became less like the calm maid who had trained me and more like a porcelain court servant from a dream, pink and white and gold, bright-eyed beneath false lashes, absurdly pretty and faintly unreal.

Then it was my turn.

The wig cap alone made me feel ridiculous. Miss Gilbert pinned my hair with quick little tugs, flattening and arranging, then lowered the blond wig into place. Its weight surprised me. Not heavy exactly, but present. It changed the balance of my head and the length of my neck. She adjusted the front, checked both sides, pinned something near the back and turned me towards the mirror.

For a moment, I did not know who I was looking at.

The girl in the mirror was not the Sophie of the attic room in red silk, nor the Sophie of breakfast trays and black-and-white service uniform. She was something brighter and stranger. Pink satin. White lace. Wide skirt. Blond sculpted hair. False lashes. Glossed mouth. High heels. Stocking tops showing beneath the lifted froth of underskirts whenever she moved.

She looked like a pretty doll.

Not a child’s doll. Not quite. Something more expensive and unsettling than that. A decorative maid made for a party where rich men and glamorous girls understood rules I was still learning. Her waist was small, her chest lifted, her legs shaped by stockings and heels, her eyes too wide and dark beneath the lashes. Every part of her had been exaggerated into femininity. Not soft femininity alone, but displayed femininity. The sort meant to make people look.

My throat tightened.

“There,” Miss Gilbert said. “Both of you.”

Emma stepped beside me.

For a few seconds we stood together in the mirror, identical but not identical. Pink-and-white satin maids with blond court wigs, high heels and skirts wide enough to make walking through ordinary doorways a negotiation. Emma looked amused beneath her nerves. I looked dazed.

Cleo rose from her chair, stunning in her own way, though still wrapped in the salon cape. She came to stand behind us and studied our reflections.

“Oh,” she said softly. “Fran is vicious, but she certainly has taste.”

My skin seemed to throb under the layers. The corset held me tightly. The stockings clung. The shoes forced my balance forward. The underskirts brushed the backs of my thighs with every small movement. My chest, lifted by the corset and framed by satin and lace, felt too sensitive, too visible, too much a part of the doll in the mirror.

I thought of Sir Adrian’s gaze.

Then of Valentina’s.

Then of Mistress saying I was not invisible.

The girl in the mirror certainly was not invisible.

Miss Gilbert moved behind us, adjusting one of Emma’s bows and then mine.

“You will take small steps,” she said. “You will not rush in those shoes. You will watch doorways and table corners. You will hold trays close and steady. If you bend, you bend at the knees, not from the waist, unless you wish to advertise more than your training requires.”

My face warmed.

“Yes, Miss Gilbert.”

She stepped back and examined us one final time.

“You will do.”

From Miss Gilbert, this was practically a hymn of praise.

Emma curtseyed.

I followed, though in the new shoes and the vast skirt, the movement became something entirely different. The underskirts lifted and spread. The lace stocking tops showed openly for a moment. The heels forced my ankles to work. The wig shifted its weight above me. I rose carefully, cheeks hot, breath shallow.

Cleo clapped once, delighted.

“Adorable.”

Miss Gilbert said, “Go upstairs before I decide to correct something else.”

Emma and I moved towards the door.

Walking beside her, dressed like a matching fantasy, I felt the full absurdity of the evening take hold. An hour earlier, I had been shaking outside Sir Adrian’s suite. Now I was being sent back into the party transformed into a bright pink satin maid doll, prettier and more conspicuous than I had ever been in my life.


The Party

The hotel above us was waiting.

That was what I thought as Emma and I began the climb from the salon, side by side in our pink satin dresses, moving carefully because the shoes were cruel, the wigs were heavy, and the skirts had taken on a life of their own.

It seemed the slightest nudge would send us falling, panties and stockings on show for all to see. Every step made the underskirts bounce softly around my thighs. Every movement sent a little shiver through the lace stockings, the satin corset, the lifted bodice, the gloves and the absurd little cuffs at my wrists.

I had thought I understood what it meant to be seen.

I had not.

The black-and-white maid’s uniform had made me visible in one way. It had made men look at my legs, my apron, my softening face, the newness of me. It had placed me in service and announced, quite clearly, that I was not what I had once been. But this was different. This was not merely a uniform. This was theatre.

Pink satin. White lace. Bright bows. Wide skirts. Blond court wigs. Glossed lips. False eyelashes. Impossibly high heels. We were not dressed simply to serve. We were dressed to be a spectacle.

That distinction became clear before we even reached the main floor.

Two waiters carrying trays stopped speaking when we appeared at the top of the basement stairs. One of them actually forgot to move out of the way until Emma said, “Excuse us,” in a tone that sounded sweet enough to be forgiven and firm enough to be obeyed. Their eyes moved over us, quick and amazed and not nearly as discreet as they might of hoped.

Emma kept walking. I tried to copy her. It was difficult. My heart was beating wildly and the rustle of the skirts and discomfort of the heels was threatening to make me lose control.

“You all right?” she murmured.

“No.”

“Good,” she giggled suddenly. “We look so amazing.”

“I may never forgive Fran.”

“Miss Jones.”

That almost made me laugh, which was dangerous because the wig already made my balance feel like it was one small facial expression away from disaster.

The sound grew louder as we approached the dining room. Music first. The band was playing its repertoire now, not warming up but filling the air with old-time jazz, the sort I had only ever heard in films where people smoked too much, drank too much and said terrible things beautifully. Piano. Brushed drums. Double bass. A trumpet that curled through the room like smoke. The singer had begun too, her voice low and polished, drifting through the corridors.

Laughter, glasses, footsteps, a man calling for someone across the bar, a woman’s bright shriek of amusement, François’s smooth correction of a waiter, Mrs Clarke somewhere in the background declaring that if one more person stood in her kitchen door she would not be responsible for the consequences.

And then we entered.

It was only a side entrance near the bar, not the grand doors, and yet I felt as if every head turned.

They did not, of course. Not every head. The Winter Tide was too polished for that. But enough eyes shifted. Enough conversations thinned. Enough faces smiled, glanced, measured and looked again that my skin prickled beneath every layer.

The party had begun.

The chandeliers burned warm above the polished floor. Candles flickered on every table. Tall arrangements of white flowers, dark greenery and trailing gold ribbons rose between silver dishes and crystal glasses. The dance floor shimmered in front of the stage, and the band, dressed in black with touches of gold, played beneath soft amber lights.

But it was the guests who changed the room most.

The dress code, if that is what it was, had become something stranger than dinner jackets and gowns, which was what I expected. There was black tie, yes, but loosened, distorted, adorned. Some of the men wore dark dinner suits with Roman-style masks pushed up onto their heads or tied at one side. Others had velvet jackets, gold pins, laurel-like crowns, draped scarves over formal shirts, heavy rings, embroidered waistcoats or long robes that suggested emperors, senators or men who enjoyed the idea of ancient Rome without the inconvenience of history.

The women and girls were more spectacular still.

Valentina Rose was in a dark dress that caught the light like oil on water, emerald-black from one angle, almost midnight from another. Jasmine wore pale gold with a delicate mask that made her look as if she had been minted rather than born. Nadia’s burgundy satin had been replaced with a deep wine-coloured gown pinned at one shoulder in a style that suggested a goddess who would enjoy a dirty joke. Cleo wore silver and white, with feathers arranged so that every movement seemed to throw a strange light into the room.

Around them were the other girls from the bus, each dressed differently, each carrying some version of the same impossible confidence. Some had masks. Some had crowns. Some wore draped gowns with slits that flashed when they walked. Some wore long gloves, jewels, painted mouths, high heels, bright wigs or glossy hair tumbling over bare shoulders. They were not background. Nothing was here

The rich and shameless had gathered, and they had dressed as if civilisation were something they had agreed to suspend for the evening.

Emma and I stood for half a second too long. Miss Jones saw us immediately. She had changed too. I nearly forgot everything else when I saw her.

Miss Jones was dressed in black leather. Not a dress. Not a suit. A black leather basque fitted tightly over her body, leather trousers so close they looked painted on, and high-heeled boots that made her legs look endless and severe. Her hair was tied back tightly, exposing the sharpness of her face, and her makeup was darker than usual, eyes lined hard, mouth painted a deep red that did not invite softness. In one hand she carried an old-fashioned riding crop.

Not as a joke. She held it too naturally for that. The sight of it sent a small cold shiver through me. Emma saw where I was looking.

“Don’t stare,” she whispered.

Miss Jones crossed to us with the measured walk of someone who had discovered that the world was improved when it feared her.

“There you are,” she said.

“Yes, Miss Jones,” Emma replied.

I remembered myself a moment later. “Yes, Miss Jones.”

Her eyes moved from Emma to me. They paused on the wig, the lashes, the bodice, the skirt, the shoes. Something in her expression shifted. Satisfaction perhaps. Or ownership. Or the pleasure of seeing that her choices had made me more exposed than I had expected.

“Well,” she said. “Aren’t you a couple of pretty little sissy maids.”

My cheeks warmed.

The crop tapped once against her thigh.

“Emma, you will take the first wine service on the left side of the room. Sophie, you will assist on the right. Small trays only until I decide you can be trusted with anything more difficult. You will not gossip with the girls. You will not hover. You will not stare at guests as if you were raised in a barn. If a guest asks for something, you say, ‘Of course,’ and make certain someone suitable deals with it. If you are uncertain, find me.”

I looked at her boots, then the crop, then the room full of masks and gold and men with too much money.

“Yes, Miss Jones.”

“Louder.”

“Yes, Miss Jones.”

Her eyes sharpened. “And smile. You look like a condemned doll.”

Emma made a tiny sound beside me that might have been a cough.

I smiled.

“Not like that,” Miss Jones said. “Never mind. Work.”

And so we worked.

There are parties one attends, and there are parties one serves. I discovered very quickly that they are different species. To attend a party is to see the lights, the music, the guests, the wine, the laughter. To serve one is to see the underside of it: the empty glass before the hand lifts, the plate being pushed aside, the napkin dropped, the candle guttering that needs to be replaced, the guest turning impatiently, the hostess watching everything and missing nothing.

Mistress McFadden stood near the centre of it like a queen at a private court.

She did not need a Roman costume. That would have been too obvious. Her black evening suit was more commanding than any robe. Beside her, Sir Adrian wore a dark formal outfit with a gold-trimmed cloak draped loosely over one shoulder and a mask in his hand, as if even decadence had been tailored to flatter him. He saw me almost at once.

I kept my eyes on the tray.

The first part of dinner was all movement. Champagne before seating. Small dishes on silver spoons. Oysters on crushed ice. Blinis with caviar. Little scallop shells with something golden and rich inside. Smoked salmon folded like silk. Tiny tartlets. Glasses refilled before they emptied. White wine first, then something darker, then champagne again because apparently rules about sequence became flexible when wealth was involved.

Emma and I moved between tables in pink satin and white lace, skirts bouncing, heels clicking, wigs high above our heads, trays balanced in gloved hands. The underskirts made passing between chairs difficult. The shoes made every step a calculation. The corset kept my posture beautiful but mercilessly painful. My skin remained too sensitive beneath it all, so that each brush of fabric, each tug of stocking top, each pressure point from the heels, each lift and fall of the skirt became part of the evening’s endless assault on the senses.

And the men looked.

I tried to remember Mistress’s instruction. If a guest looks at you, you do not behave as if you have been assaulted or insulted. That was easier in theory. In practice, the eyes came with smiles, murmured comments, hands that reached too carelessly, chairs that shifted just as I passed, invitations disguised as jokes.

“Pretty little thing.”

“Is this the new one?”

“Careful, sweetheart.”

“Miss Jones really does think of everything.”

I learned to say, “Thank you, sir,” and move on before my face caught fire.

Not every man was unpleasant. Some were polite in the way men are polite when they know rules protect them as much as they restrain them. Charles Wetherby thanked me for water as if I had handed him a birthday present. Hugo Blackwood watched more than he spoke, which unnerved me. Dominic Hale winked once and told me that pink suited me.

Marcus Devlin let his hand linger too close when I leaned to place a dish. I moved away. That was enough for Miss Jones. She appeared at my shoulder as if called by weakness.

“Do not flinch, Sophie.”

“He…”

“I saw.”

I looked at her.

“Then…”

Her eyes narrowed. “Then what?”

The room glowed around us. Music. Laughter. Perfume. Wine. I felt suddenly small inside the huge skirt.

“Nothing, Miss Jones.”

“Exactly.” I could see her satisfaction could feel the frustration brewing inside me with every step and brush of the skirt.

“Yes, Miss Jones.”

The crop tapped once against her thigh.

The main meal began exactly at half past eight.

The first course involved lobster, though I could not tell you what had been done to it. There was a soup served in small white bowls with truffle shaved over it at the table. There was fish with a sauce that François described to the waiters with the solemnity of a funeral dirge. There was lamb later, pink and perfect, and little towers of vegetables arranged with more confidence than some buildings. There were wines for each course, described by a sommelier whose accent seemed to move through three countries and settle in none. I wondered how people could eat and drink so much and then I looked at Sir Adrian and that was answer enough.

I carried plates, cleared side dishes, refilled water, took away glasses, replaced cutlery, brought bread, fetched napkins, and once stood perfectly still while a guest decided whether he required Burgundy or Bordeaux as if my feet were not staging a private rebellion inside pink satin traps.

Emma passed me now and then, her own cheeks flushed under the makeup. The court wig made her look impossibly pretty, but I could see the strain at the corners of her mouth.

The band shifted as dinner went on. At first the music stayed soft beneath the meal, but with each course and each glass, it grew bolder. Jazz filled the gaps between conversation. The singer moved from old standards into songs I half recognised, slow and smoky and full of longing. Couples rose between courses and drifted to the dance floor. Valentina danced with Dominic Hale, one hand lifted elegantly, the slit of her dress moving like a shimmering waterfall. Jasmine danced with a man whose mask covered half his face. Nadia danced with Cleo for one song, both laughing, and the room watched them with open delight.

Masks began to matter after the second or third wine.

I noticed it because faces changed when the masks came down. A gold mask covered the eyes of a man who had seemed ordinary and made him careless. A dark feathered mask turned a woman near the stage into someone who leaned too close to another guest and did not seem to mind who saw. A white Roman-style mask held in one hand allowed an older man to laugh louder than he had before, as if the mask gave him permission even when he was not wearing it.

People loosened.

That is a gentle word for it.

Hands touched sleeves, then shoulders, then waists. People whispered into ears and did not move back quickly. A man reclined too far in his chair while one of the girls fed him a grape from a silver dish, and everyone laughed as if that were not absurd. Someone put a laurel crown on François, who removed it with dignity so wounded that Cleo nearly fell off her chair laughing.

Gold. Wine. Draped fabric. Masks. Flesh suggested rather than shown. Laughter too loud. Wealth made playful and therefore more dangerous. Men pretending to be emperors for an evening because some part of them suspected they already were.

Through it all, Emma and I flitted. That is the word that came to me then and still comes now. We flitted. Pink satin dolls moving between tables. White lace and blond wigs. Gloved hands. Small trays. Little curtseys. “Of course, sir.” “Yes, madam.” “Another glass, Miss Rose?” “Right away, Monsieur François.” We became part of the decoration and part of the machinery at once.

And I began to understand something else.

The guests enjoyed that.

Not simply being served. Being served by us. By Emma calm and pretty and knowing. By me new, wide-eyed, too conscious of my body, still learning where to put my eyes. I felt it every time someone watched my skirt bounce as I walked away. Every time a man smiled when I bent carefully at the knees to place something low. Every time a girl gave me a look that said she remembered being looked at that way and had made a kingdom of it.

Sir Adrian watched most of all.

He had returned from his suite fully dressed, of course, restored to black tie, gold trim and public arrogance. No towel. No steam. No visible evidence that he had ever stood half-naked in front of a frozen maid. He sat at a central table with Valentina on one side for part of the evening and a rotating collection of girls around him. He drank heavily but never sloppily. His face grew pinker. His laugh grew slower. His eyes found me whenever I passed.

Once, when I came to refill water near her, Valentina said quietly, “Stay near the busier tables, Sophie.”

“Yes, Miss Rose.”

I saw what she meant in reality a little later. The corpulent Sir Adrian pulled a young girl onto his knee and rubbed his stubby hand against her butt. She smiled as if this was natural and planted a kiss on his thick lips. I almost spilled the water.

Miss Jones saw that too.

She seemed to see everything that involved me.

“Sophie,” she snapped five minutes later near the service door. “If you must ogle the guests, do it without that look on your face.”

“I wasn’t oggling, Miss Jones.”

The words came too quickly. Emma, passing behind Miss Jones, widened her eyes at me. Miss Jones went still.

“What did you say?”

My stomach dropped. “Nothing, Miss Jones.”

“No. You said something.”

“I said I wasn’t ogling.”

The crop lifted slightly again, not raised to strike, only lifted enough for me to notice that she held it.

“Perhaps you need a lesson in manners when talking to your betters, young lady.” She said it loud enough for those near by to hear.  “Perhaps you were doing what you have done all evening, which is allowing every glance, every word and every little brush of attention make you useless.”

My face burned under the makeup. “That isn’t fair.”

The sentence came out before I had agreed to let it exist. Miss Jones smiled. There it was again. That interested look. Satisfaction that she had gotten to me.

“Fair?” I looked down. “You want fair now?”

“No, Miss Jones.”

“Good. Because fair is for children, and even in that pretty little dress you are not here as a child. You are here to serve and be useful.”

Her words went into me like pins. “Yes, Miss Jones.”

“Go and fetch more dessert forks.”

“Yes, Miss Jones.” I curtseyed even though it was the last thing I wanted to do.

Dessert arrived as if the meal had not already been impossible to fathom. There were little towers of chocolate and gold leaf, plates of figs, honeyed pastries, creams scented with orange blossom, fruit arranged like jewels, and something set alight briefly by the chef himself while guests applauded. Mrs Clarke would later claim it was all fuss and nonsense, but I saw her watching from the service doorway with grudging pride.

The wine kept flowing. So did the champagne. So did the laughter.

By ten o’clock, the meal had loosened into something between dinner, theatre and private carnival. Chairs shifted away from tables. Guests stood, moved, leaned, and fondled each other in a kind of decadent ballet that I knew had rules but had no idea what they might be. The band played faster. Someone danced on the edge of the stage before being guided down by François. Cleo stole a man’s mask and wore it on the back of her head for reasons known only to herself. Nadia held a group near the bar helpless with laughter. Jasmine sat in pale gold like a queen bored by tribute, her hand resting lightly on the crotch of a man who seemed drunk enough to fall into unconsciousness.

The bar had become a different country.

The long counter glowed amber beneath the lamps. The air was thick with whisky and brandy, perfume, candle smoke and something sweet like incense. Men leaned too close to the girls. Girls let them. A hand at a waist, arms round a neck and a passionate kiss. Something altogether more erotic in a dark corner of the bar where a man was consuming two of the girls.

I carried a tray of whisky glasses through it all, trying to make myself narrow. Impossible, in that skirt. A hand touched the back of my dress as I passed a crowded corner. Not a brush. A touch.

I stopped.

By the time I turned, three men were laughing together and none of them was looking at me. I could not prove which had done it. I stood there with the tray, heart beating too hard, trying to decide whether to say something.

Miss Jones appeared beside me.

“Move.”

“Someone touched me.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then move.”

I stared at her.

Her eyes hardened. “Do not stand in the bar with a tray of drinks because someone may have brushed your skirt.”

“It wasn’t my skirt.”

She leaned closer. “Do you want me to stop the party and question every guest because Sophie is sensitive?”

Something in my chest went tight.

“No, Miss Jones.”

“Then move.”

My feet hurt by then in a way that had become almost emotional. The pink heels forced my weight forward, and every step sent pain up through the balls of my feet into my calves. My legs ached. My back ached. The corset held me so strictly that tiredness had nowhere to collapse. The wig had become heavier as the evening went on, not physically perhaps, but as a fact. How it hadn’t fallen off, God alone knew. The lashes made my eyes feel clogged and tired. The lipstick still shone.

Emma found me near the service passage and handed me a glass of water.

“Drink.”

I drank. She stood close enough to shield me from the room for a few seconds.

“Did Fran see what happened?”

“She told me to move.”

Emma’s mouth tightened.

“I don’t think she cares.”

“She cares,” Emma said. “Just not in the way you want her to.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means don’t let her choose when you break.”

“I’m not going to break.”

Emma looked at my shaking hand.

“Of course not.”

Then she took the glass and was gone. The evening moved towards midnight with the slow inevitability of a tide that was trying to drown me in my pretty pink dress.

The formal meal ended. The Roman masks stayed. The girls moved more freely. The men grew louder. The dance floor filled and emptied and filled again. Curtains near the far sitting room were drawn. A pair of guests disappeared through one door and returned later with hair less perfect than before. Someone laughed from behind a screen. Someone else sang along badly with the band.

Everything was suggested, half-hidden, glimpsed, implied and understood by those who already knew. A hand disappearing under a shawl. A couple leaning too close in the shadows near the stage. Nadia adjusting a man’s laurel crown with a look that made him blush. Cleo sitting on the arm of a chair while three men competed to amuse her. Valentina dancing with Sir Adrian at a careful distance that still somehow belonged to her rather than him.

It became orgiastic not because the room lost all control, but because control itself became part of the performance. Rules bent without quite breaking. Desire moved through the room like heat.

And Miss Jones kept finding me. Again and again.

“Sophie, faster.”

“Sophie, not that table.”

“Sophie, watch your hem.”

“Sophie, smile.”

“Sophie, stop standing around.”

I said yes. I said sorry. Each time, the words became harder.

Sophie had been trained in only a few days to swallow insults, to lower the eyes, to accept correction and move. That was the progress They wanted. Perhaps it was what I wanted too.

Close to midnight, I was sent with a tray of fresh glasses towards Sir Adrian’s table. I did not want to go. That did not matter.

Valentina was no longer seated with him. She was across the room near the stage, speaking to Jasmine and a man in a dark mask. Sir Adrian sat with Marcus Devlin and another guest I did not know, all three loose with drink and satisfaction. Sir Adrian’s mask lay on the table. His cheeks were deeply flushed. His eyes found me as I approached.

“Ah,” he said. “Our little doll returns.”

I kept my gaze lowered.

“Fresh glasses, sir.”

I placed them carefully on the table. One for Sir Adrian. One for Marcus. My skirt brushed the edge of a chair as I leaned, and I shifted quickly to avoid it catching.

Sir Adrian’s hand moved under the table. A touch at the back of my thigh, just above the stocking, quick enough to be denied and deliberate enough to turn me cold.

I jerked.

The tray tilted.

The last glass slid, struck another and toppled. It did not break, but wine from an old glass splashed across the tablecloth and onto Sir Adrian’s cuff.

He looked at his sleeve.

Marcus Devlin laughed once, then stopped when he saw my face.

“I’m sorry, sir,” I said. My voice was thin. Miss Jones was there before I could breathe. Of course she was.

“What have you done?”

“I…”

“Sophie.”

I looked at her.

Her face was furious, but not only because of the spill. There was something else there, something more personal. I had embarrassed her. Her doll, her chosen pink confection, her trainee maid under had made a visible mistake near one of the most important guests in the room.

“I’m sorry, Miss Jones.”

“Sorry is no excuse, you silly girl.”

Sir Adrian smiled in a slow, horrible way. “No real harm, Fran. The girl is excitable.”

The girl. Not Sophie. Not the maid. The girl.

Miss Jones’s mouth tightened. “She is poorly disciplined.”

That stung more than it should have.

“I said I was sorry.”

Her eyes snapped back to me.

“What did you say?”

I realised then that my voice had not been soft enough.

“I said I was sorry, Miss Jones.”

The surrounding conversation began to thin. Miss Jones stepped closer. The crop was in her right hand. She tapped it once against her palm.

“You will apologise to Sir Adrian properly, and then you will remove yourself before you create further mess.”

I turned to him, stomach twisting.

“I’m sorry, Sir Adrian.”

“Properly,” Miss Jones said.

I did not know what she meant.

That was the worst part. I genuinely did not know, and everyone seemed to understand that I did not know. A few faces had turned towards us. A girl in blue near the next table lowered her glass. The music kept playing, but more softly now, or perhaps I only heard it that way. Miss Jones leaned towards my ear, but her voice was clear enough for those nearby.

“Curtsey. Deeply. Apologise for being a clumsy little maid.”

Heat flooded my face. The room seemed to tilt. Sir Adrian watched with open amusement. Mistress McFadden was somewhere beyond the candles, not yet looking, or perhaps looking but not letting on.

Miss Jones said, “Now, Sophie.”

Something in me snapped. It began as a refusal inside my chest, a small hard thing that had been pressed and pressed all evening until it finally found an edge.

“No.”

The word escaped.

Miss Jones stared.

“What?”

I heard myself breathe.

“No, Miss Jones.”

The music faltered. Miss Jones’s face changed colour, though whether from anger or disbelief I could not tell.

“Excuse me?”

I should have stopped. I knew I should have stopped. Every piece of training, every correction, every nightly audio affirmation, every line in the journal, every curtsey, every “Yes, Mistress,” every warning from Emma told me to stop.

But Sir Adrian’s hand was still burning at the back of my thigh where he had touched me. My feet hurt. My legs ached. My face was hot. My body was too sensitive. My head was heavy with blond curls that were not mine. My mouth was painted pink to make me pretty while being humiliated. And Miss Jones stood there with her crop and her fury and her need to make me small.

“No,” I said again, louder. “I won’t say that.”

The room went quiet. It fell in layers. First the nearby tables. Then the bar. Then someone touched the pianist’s shoulder, and the music stopped mid-phrase. The last note hung in the air and disappeared.

I stood in the middle of the Winter Tide’s opening party, dressed as a pink satin doll, holding an empty tray, with Sir Adrian’s wine on the tablecloth and Miss Jones staring at me as if I had struck her. For one terrible second, no one spoke. Then someone, a man’s voice from somewhere near the bar, said with amused surprise, “It seems the maid is not quite as subservient as she makes out.”

A few people laughed softly. Not many. Miss Jones did not laugh.

Her eyes fixed on mine with such anger that I felt the full size of what I had done. The party had stopped. And every face in the room had turned towards silly little Sophie.


Sophie’s Punishment

The entire party seemed to have stopped around me, held in place by the impossible fact of what I had just done. The candles still burned. The chandeliers still shone. The smell of wine, perfume, flowers and expensive food still filled the room. The band had stopped mid-phrase, leaving a strange emptiness where the music should have been. It was like those old western movies where someone walks into the saloon and everything stops. Only I wasn’t wearing a cowboy suit and Stetson.

Every face had turned towards me.

Or so it felt.

Perhaps some of the guests had only glanced over. Perhaps the whole room was not as silent as it seemed. Memory can be dramatic when humiliation is involved. But standing there in my pink satin dress, with my white lace stockings, my absurd blond wig and my painted mouth, I felt as though the Winter Tide had become a theatre, and I had missed my line in front of everyone.

Miss Jones stared at me.

I saw the anger arrive properly then. Not the quick irritation she had been using on me all evening, not the clipped impatience or the cruel little corrections or intimations, but something hotter and much more personal. I had not only disobeyed. I had done it where others could see. In the kitchen, perhaps, or in a corridor, it would have been bad enough. But here, at Mistress McFadden’s opening party, in front of guests, girls, staff and men who had paid in ways I did not yet understand to be amused by feminised perfection, I had spoiled things.

“I beg your pardon,” Miss Jones said. Her voice was low. Almost guttural.

I had no sensible answer. The frustration that had pushed the words out of me had gone as quickly as it had come. In its place was the cold awareness that I was still holding the tray, that my hands were trembling, that wine had marked the tablecloth, that Sir Adrian was watching me with something like orgasmic enjoyment, and that I had just spoken back to the person Mistress had put in charge of me.

“I said I won’t say that,” I managed, though weaker now.

A murmur went around the room.

It was not loud. The people at the far tables may not even have heard what I had said. But those near enough reacted. A lifted brow. A low laugh. A whispered comment behind a gloved hand. One of the men near the bar gave another amused little chuckle, as if my collapse in discipline had added an unexpected entertainment to the evening.

Miss Jones took one step towards me.

I wanted to step back, but my shoes, my skirt, the tray and the sheer terror of making things worse held me exactly where I was. “You will put that tray down,” she said, “and you will apologise properly, young lady.”

The crop tapped against her palm. I swallowed. Sir Adrian smiled behind his glass. He really was enjoying this. What was he expecting to happen?

Then Mistress McFadden spoke.

“Fran.”

The room changed again.

It was extraordinary, really, the effect of her voice. She had not shouted. She did not need to. She stood perhaps twenty feet away, near the central table, black evening suit immaculate, diamonds at her throat, one hand resting lightly on the back of a chair. Until that moment, I had not been sure whether she had been watching. But Mistress did not miss things. Not really.

Miss Jones turned at once.

“Mistress.”

“Staff are not to be given a dressing down in front of guests.”

The sentence was calm, but it landed hard. For one brief, foolish second, relief flooded through me. I had been rescued. Not kindly, perhaps, but rescued all the same. Mistress had stopped Miss Jones. Mistress had remembered there were rules. Mistress would not let me be humiliated further in front of Sir Adrian and the others. My shoulders almost loosened.

Then Mistress looked at me. Simply as if I had become a matter that now required handling. “Take Sophie to your chambers,” she said.

Miss Jones’s expression shifted.

So did my stomach.

“Yes, Mistress.”

The relief vanished so quickly it felt like being dropped.

I looked at Emma. She was near the service door, white-faced beneath her party makeup, hands held still at her sides. She did not move. Could not move, perhaps. Mistress had spoken, and the order was not hers to interrupt.

Valentina Rose stood farther back, near the edge of the dance floor. Her dark dress caught the candlelight. She was watching Mistress now, not me, and I saw something unreadable pass over her face. Recognition, perhaps. As if she had seen this kind of turning point before.

Miss Jones reached for me.

“Come.”

I moved because that was what my body did when commanded, but I was too slow. Her hand closed around my upper arm. She was stronger than I expected.

That sounds foolish, because nothing about Miss Jones suggested weakness, but I had still thought of her strength as mental rather than physical. The grip on my arm corrected that misconception immediately. Her fingers tightened through the pink satin sleeve, and she turned me towards the door with such brisk force that I stumbled sideways.

A few people laughed.

My skirt swung wide as I lurched, the underskirts lifting and falling in a ridiculous froth of white lace. One of my heels slipped slightly on the polished floor, and I had to drop the tray with a loud clang onto the table. Miss Jones tightened her grip and I let out a small, girlish yelp.

“Walk,” she said.

She dragged me more than guided me towards the side doors as if I was some petulant child. The pink heels were too high for speed, and the wide skirt brushed chair legs, table edges and my own thighs in frantic little bounces. Once it caught one of the male guests in the face and I can’t imagine what he caught sight of underneath. I could feel the stocking tops showing each time the underskirts lifted. I could feel the eyes. Men amused. Women curious. Girls watching with expressions I could not read quickly enough. The band remained silent. The singer lowered her eyes as we passed, which somehow felt kinder than pity.

Someone near the bar murmured something I did not catch. Someone else laughed again. Miss Jones did not slow. I heard Sir Adrian laugh loudly: “Girl needs a good spanking, that’s all.” Everyone laughed and my humiliation was almost complete – at least I thought so.

The moment we left the dining room, the sound changed. Behind us, the party resumed in fragments. A voice. A cough. The clink of a glass. Then, after a pause, the band began again, softly at first, as if even the music was pushing away memory of me and my embarrassing spectacle.

We passed through a corridor I had not used before. Not the main guest corridor, not the service passage, but something between the two. It was narrower, carpeted, modernised in places, with fewer pictures on the walls and plain doors that seemed to belong to the private working life of the hotel. My shoes caught twice. The second time, I stumbled properly, and Miss Jones pulled me upright before I could fall.

“Pathetic,” she said.

I said nothing.

My arm hurt where she held it. Not unbearably, not enough to cry out, but enough to remind me that I was being taken somewhere against my will. My wig felt heavy. My lashes were damp at the edges because I was very close to tears and refusing them with all the dignity left to a person dressed like a pink satin doll being marched out of a party.

At the end of the corridor, Miss Jones stopped at a door and unlocked it with a key from her pocket.

I do not know what I expected her room to be like.

Something harsh, perhaps. Something messy from overwork and frustration. Or else something frilly and girlish, because people are rarely as simple as they pretend to be and Miss Jones had chosen our dresses with far too much imagination to have no private taste like that at all.

Her chambers were meticulous.

Everything had a place. The room was larger than mine, though not as grand as Mistress’s suite. It was modern, tidy and controlled, with pale walls, dark flooring, a large double bed made with grey linen, a narrow desk, a low cabinet, a wardrobe with mirrored doors and a dressing table that held makeup arranged in straight lines. Nothing had been left half done.

And yet it was not plain.

There were feminine things there. A pair of high heels placed neatly beside the wardrobe. Perfume bottles. A silk scarf folded over a chair. Lipsticks arranged by shade. A black lace garment visible for a second through the open wardrobe door. But there were other things too, things that gave the room a harder edge. A weight bench stood in one corner with a barbell resting on supports, plates stacked neatly beside it. A pair of black leather gloves lay on the cabinet. The wardrobe, when Miss Jones pushed it wider with her foot, showed uniforms, dresses, leather, silk, sharply cut jackets, severe skirts, hanging with the same order as files in a drawer.

Masculine and feminine.

Not blended gently.

Held in tension. It made sense of her in a way I did not want to really know.

Miss Jones closed the door behind us. The click of it sounded final. She released my arm only to push me forward. I caught myself, barely, one heel slipping again on the floor. The skirt bounced around me, ridiculous and bright in her severe room.

“Turn around,” she said.

I turned.

She was standing by the door, the riding crop still in one hand, her black leather outfit making her look even less like the Fran from reception and more like something the hotel had been keeping folded away in a dark room for occasions such as this. Her face was composed now, though her eyes were still furious.

I tried to speak.

“Miss Jones, I—”

“On your knees.”

The words went through me. I stared at her. Her mouth curved.

“Did I stutter? Kneel.”

My body hesitated. Not from refusal exactly, but because the dress was huge, the heels were impossible, and the floor seemed suddenly very far away. That hesitation was enough. Miss Jones crossed the room, took me by the shoulders, and pushed.

I went down badly.

Not falling, not quite, but awkwardly. The underskirts burst around me in layers of white and pink. My knees met the floor through the fabric. The heels twisted beneath me. I had to put one gloved hand out to steady myself, and the humiliation of that, more than the push itself, made my eyes sting.

Miss Jones stood over me.

For a moment she said nothing.

Then she gave a short, contemptuous little laugh.

“Look at you.”

I lowered my head.

“No,” she said. The crop came under my chin and pressed. I lifted my eyes.

From the floor, she seemed taller. Stronger. Sharper. Her boots shone. The leather basque held her body like armour. The riding crop rested against her thigh. Her hair was pulled back so tightly that there was nothing soft to hide behind.

“You thought you were becoming rather special tonight, didn’t you?” she said.

“No, Miss Jones.”

“Don’t lie to me. All dressed up. All eyes on you. Valentina smiling at you. Mistress noticing you. Sir Adrian wanting to play with you. Poor little Sophie at the centre of everything.”

“That’s not what I wanted.”

“Isn’t it?”

“No, Miss Jones.”

She leaned down slightly.

“Then why did you make a scene?”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“You spoke back to me in front of the guests.”

“Yes, Miss Jones.”

“You made me look incompetent.”

“I’m sorry, Miss Jones.”

“Not yet,” she said. “You are not sorry yet. At the moment you are frightened because you have been caught. There is a difference.”

The silence between us stretched.

Her room smelled faintly of leather, perfume and clean linen. Somewhere below, through the floor or the walls, I could hear the muffled thump of music returning to life. The party continued without me. That seemed impossible and inevitable at once. The Winter Tide did not stop because one trainee maid had made a fool of herself. It simply moved the problem to another room.

Miss Jones crouched slightly, bringing her face closer to mine.

“You are not Valentina,” she said.

I swallowed.

“No, Miss Jones.”

“You are not one of the guests. You are not one of the girls being admired because she has earned her place in that room. You are not Emma either, however much you follow her about with those big eyes.”

My throat tightened at Emma’s name.

“You are a trainee maid,” she said. “A new one. An unfinished one. A silly, soft, oversensitive little thing who has been given a pretty dress and immediately mistaken attention for importance.”

“I didn’t ask Sir Adrian to touch me,” I whispered.

“No,” Miss Jones said. “And he was told not to. That is a separate matter.”

Something in her expression shifted, but only for a second.

“Do not look so surprised,” she said. “I know the rules of the house.”

“Then why did you send me?”

Her eyes sharpened again.

There it was.

Too much.

The question had come from somewhere deeper than fear, and once spoken, it seemed to hang between us like a dropped glass waiting to shatter.

Miss Jones stood slowly.

“You still do not understand your position.”

“No, Miss Jones,” I said quickly. “I’m sorry.”

“You will be.”

She stepped over to the dressing table and pulled a chair out from it, positioning it in the centre of the room. I could smell her perfume and the sudden, vibrant sensitivity of my body, worse than before. My nipples seem to press against the material of the corset and I could feel my cage beginning to grow painful. I wasn’t supposed to react like this but, for some reason I couldn’t help it.

“Stand,” she said. I got up with some difficulty and straightened my skirt. She tapped her crop on the back of the chair. “Hold onto the back of the chair, and bend over.”

I would have resisted, I guess, a few days ago. But something had changed. I took hold of the back of the chair and bent over. She told me to put my  feet further back and I stood like that, legs shaking.

“Do you know why Mistress chose you?”

“No, Miss Jones.”

“Because she saw your potential. Here you are, barely a week into your training and you’re prancing around like the true sissy you are. How eager you seem to be to dress like the perfect little maid. No complaints. Not even one. When Mistress looks for a new girl, she sees beyond the usual looks and understands what is in their minds. You’ve allowed yourself to become so subservient so quickly. We hardly had to do any work on you at all. A little hypnosis, a few injections. You did all of this by yourself.”

She walked up to me then and lifted my skirt so that my pantied behind and stocking tops were showing. “You even accepted chastity. A real man wouldn’t do that. That means you must be a girl. Not just that, an ultra-feminine girl who likes to be noticed for who she is, especially by men.”

Miss Jones stood behind me and carefully peeled down my panties. She put a hand between my legs and touched the cage. “Why is your pussy so hot, girl?” She laughed cruelly. “Are you excited?”

“No, Miss Jones.”

I heard a sharp swish then and the crop landed sharply across my buttocks. “Liar!”

She laughed again, then took hold of the cage once more and stroked it gently. “You must be getting quite frustrated by now.” I let go an involuntary gasp and she gave me another thwack across the buttocks with the crop. I could have got up and run out of the room but I didn’t. A part of me knew she was right – I had found my place in life, finally.

She stepped back. “Now, for your indiscretion this evening, you will receive 10 strokes. Each time you feel the pain, you will say thank you for letting me be a girl Mistress.”

The humiliation was complete. I held my breath and tears welled into my eyes. But beneath that, I could feel the tingle of my breasts, the heat of my cage, the tightness of my garters and the silk of my stockings. The first whipping landed more sharply than the previous two. I screamed and then remembered: “Than you for letting me be a girl, Mistress.”

The ten blows landed almost on the same place and my flesh stung painfully and tears flooded down my cheeks. She would slap me and say: “Again!”

When I was finally allowed to stand again, my legs were unsteady. “Pull up your panties, girl.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

My buttocks stunk violently and I was sobbing quietly, trying not too but not managing too well. My knees felt weak, and my breath came in little uneven pulls that made the corset feel tighter than before. The wig had shifted slightly, and Miss Jones corrected it with brisk fingers, not gently but accurately. She adjusted one of the bows at my waist. Smoothed the front of my apron. Checked my cuffs. Looked at my face and tutted when she saw the dampness beneath my lashes.

“You will not go back looking like that.”

She turned to the dressing table, took a tissue, then a small brush, and repaired my makeup with infuriating competence and even tenderness. Powder beneath the eyes. A touch to the lips. One lash pressed back into place. She worked as Miss Gilbert had worked, though with less patience and more possession. It was as if I had been a naughty child and now that I had apologised I could be treated with respect again.

I stood still because there was nothing else to do. When she had finished, she stepped back.

“There. Presentable again.”

I did not feel presentable. I felt hollowed out and overfilled at the same time.

Miss Jones opened the door.

“You will return to the party,” she said.

My stomach dropped. “Now?”

“Now.”

“Miss Jones, please—”

Her eyes cut to me.

I stopped.

“You will return to the party,” she repeated, “and you will apologise to the guests for your behaviour. You will apologise to Mistress McFadden for disrupting her evening. You will apologise to Sir Adrian for spilling wine.”

My mouth went dry. Then she smiled. A small, hard smile.

“You will apologise to me later.”

That was worse.

She gestured towards the corridor.

“Walk.”

This time, she did not drag me.

Being dragged had given me no responsibility for the spectacle. Walking back under my own power meant I had to choose every humiliating step. The pink heels forced my hips into a careful sway whether I wanted one or not. The skirts bounced. The underskirts whispered. The stocking tops flashed and vanished. The blond wig lifted my head into a posture that looked prouder than I felt. And beneath it all, my raw backside throbbed painfully.

Miss Jones walked behind me.

The corridor seemed longer on the return. The music grew clearer with every step. Piano, trumpet, brushed drums, the singer’s voice curling around something old and smoky. Laughter rose and fell. Glasses chimed. The party had not stopped. Of course it had not. The rich and shameless had merely been given another story to carry into the night.

At the dining room doors, I paused.

Miss Jones’s voice came softly behind me.

“Do not even think of running.”

I had not been. Not really. She opened the door. The light hit me first. Then the sound. Then, one by one, the heads turned.

It was not instant. It moved across the room like a draught touching candles. A guest near the bar noticed. Then a girl in blue. Then one of the masked men near the dance floor. Then Emma, whose face tightened as if she had been holding her breath since I left. Then Valentina Rose, who was standing near the edge of the room, eyes dark and unreadable. Then François. Then Sir Adrian, his cuff presumably repaired or replaced, his expression hungry with amusement.

Finally, Mistress McFadden.

She was seated now in a high-backed chair near the centre of the room, not a throne, though the difference seemed technical. One leg crossed over the other, one hand resting on the arm, diamonds at her throat catching the candlelight. She looked at me as if I had been expected precisely at that moment.

Miss Jones stopped just behind my shoulder. I stood inside the doorway in pink satin and white lace, feeling every eye, every candle, every inch of myself.

Mistress’s voice crossed the room. “Do you have something to say, Sophie?”

The words were not loud.

They did not need to be. My throat closed.

For a moment, I thought I would not be able to speak. My hands trembled at my sides. The room shimmered slightly through the false lashes and the sting of tears I refused to shed in front of them.

I took the sides of my skirt.

The underskirts lifted in a froth of white lace. The stocking tops showed. The heels made the curtsey harder and deeper than I intended, and for a moment I thought I might not rise again. But I held it. Somehow, I held it.

“Good evening,” I said.

My voice trembled.

I swallowed and tried again.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen.”

The room waited.

“I am sorry for my behaviour earlier. I spoke out of turn, and I disrupted Mistress McFadden’s party. I embarrassed the staff and showed poor discipline. I apologise to Mistress McFadden, to Miss Jones, to Sir Adrian, and to all the guests.”

I lowered my head.

“I forgot my place.”

My legs were shaking.

Mistress McFadden looked at me for a long moment, and I could not read her expression. That was perhaps the worst of it. If she had been angry, I could have placed myself beneath it. If she had been amused, I could have burned with embarrassment. If she had been kind, I might have broken entirely.

She was only thoughtful.

“Very good,” she said.

Those two words nearly undid me.

A murmur moved through the room. A few people smiled. Someone lifted a glass. Sir Adrian gave a slow little clap, which stopped the moment Valentina looked at him.

Miss Jones remained behind me, silent. Mistress’s eyes did not leave mine.

“You may return to your duties.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

I curtseyed again, smaller this time, because I did not trust my knees with anything grand.

Emma appeared at my side almost immediately after I moved away from the centre of the room. She took a tray from a side table and placed it in my hands, as if giving me something practical might stop me dissolving.

“You’re all right,” she whispered.

“I am not.”

“No,” she said. “But you’re standing.”

That was true.

Barely.

Valentina passed behind us a moment later, close enough that her perfume reached me before her voice did.

“Well done, Sophie,” she said softly.

I looked at her, startled.

She did not stop walking.

Miss Jones heard. I knew she heard because her eyes found me from across the room, sharp as pins.

The band began again.

The party resumed, though something had changed. Or perhaps I had changed in relation to it. I moved through the room with the tray, still pink, still absurd, still aching, still ashamed, but now everyone had seen me break and be returned to service. There was no hiding after that. Not behind the wig. Not behind the lashes. Not behind the apron or the curtsey or the careful little phrases.

I was Sophie.

The maid who had spoken back. The maid who had returned and apologised.

Much later, I would wonder whether Mistress had always known this would happen. Not the exact details, perhaps. Not Sir Adrian’s hand, not Miss Jones’s anger, not the word no escaping me in the middle of the room. But the shape of it. The pressure. The public mistake. The correction. The return. Mistress had a way of allowing people to reveal themselves and then making use of what they revealed.

That night, I was too tired to understand any of that.

I only knew the party went on.

The candles burned lower. The band played faster, then slower. The masks slipped. The girls glittered. Men drank. Laughter rose in waves. Somewhere, Mrs Clarke fed half the staff in shifts with the fierce tenderness of a woman who believed glamour was all very well but people still needed something hot inside them. Emma kept close whenever she could. Valentina watched from time to time. Miss Jones watched more often.

And Mistress McFadden watched everything.

When I think back to that night, I do not remember it as an ending.

That is strange, because in many ways it was the end of my first week at the Winter Tide. The end of the opening party. The end of my first stage as Sophie. The end of being able to pretend that this was simply training, simply employment, simply a strange arrangement I had stumbled into because I was desperate and foolish and had nowhere else to go.

But it did not feel like an ending.

It felt like a door closing behind me.

The sort that locks softly.

By the time the candles guttered and the last notes of jazz dissolved into the early hours, I was still on my feet, still in pink satin, still carrying a tray, still hurting, still trembling, still Sophie.

And somewhere inside the ache, the shame, the fear and the impossible softness of it all, I understood that the Winter Tide Hotel had not finished with me.

It had only just begun.


End Of Part Two

Sophie’s training is far from over.

What began as a desperate answer to a strange advert has become something much deeper, stranger and more difficult for Sophie to escape. The Winter Tide Hotel has taken hold of her life, her body, her habits and her thoughts, and with every curtsey, every correction and every trembling little step in heels, Colin Mercer slips further into the past.

Part Three of Training Maid Sophie is being worked on now, and Sophie’s story will continue as she discovers what life at the Winter Tide truly demands of her. Mistress McFadden still has plans. Miss Jones is not finished with her. Valentina Rose has only just stepped into Sophie’s world. And Sophie herself is beginning to understand that becoming a maid may only be the beginning.

If you enjoyed Training Maid Sophie, you may also enjoy the rest of the Feminine Transformations series by Emma LaVerne, where reluctant boys, sissies and feminised maids find themselves drawn into lives of glamour, obedience, embarrassment and irresistible feminine change.

You can also visit Emma on Patreon for updates, exclusive posts, audio content, behind-the-scenes notes and more from the world of Emma Loves A Dress.

Thank you for reading.

Sophie will return in Training Maid Sophie Part Three.

Find me at:

Patreon: https://patreon.com/EmmaLovesaDress 
Website: https://emmalovesadress.com 
YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/@emmalovesadress431
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