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         She stretches her legs out over the floorboards. Her feet are bare and her right foot basks in one of the long rays of sunlight coming from the window. The floor is warmer there. The bright light reflects off her slender toes, turning them as white as the surface of the foamed milk out in the kitchen. Amelia rolls her jodhpurs up to the middle of her calf. It is the first sunny day. She has been hidden away behind closed curtains for so long that this day reminds her of her early childhood, when the world seemed so bright and beautiful it was impossible to take it all in. She stands up and examines her surroundings. Ashtrays overflowing, papers scattered across the desk and floor, books stacked in haphazard piles at the foot of the overstuffed bookshelf. The light continues to dance at her feet, settling into a small, flickering circle on one ankle. She can feel the heat creeping up her calf. She casts her gaze back to the window, looking past the marks Miss Parsons made on the glass yesterday when she washed the windows with a cloth. The lawn outside is white, brown and green. March, such a tease.

         At the end of the sweeping lawn, at the edge of the forest, there is a man standing next to a tree. He must be the one who has been hired to trim the trees along the avenue. He is a tall man, who doesn’t seem fully at home in his lanky frame, and he holds his worn, brown hat in his hand, scratching his neck with the other, as if faced with an impossible task. Should she go out and show him how it’s done? But she knows what they’ll say if she starts teaching the workmen how to do their jobs. No need to give them more to gossip about, especially not after last year’s fuss over her shooting practice.

         Aunt Elizabeth had been relieved when Dr. Hogarth stopped by a little over a month ago, a pair of small glasses balanced on the end of his pointy nose, clutching his blue notebook. She sits in the study, all day, all night, and resembles a savage whenever she comes out, her aunt informed the doctor, shaking her head. Dr. Hogarth had nodded his head gravely and turned the conversation to Amelia’s ovaries. Calm, he said. She must be calm. No more scribbling away through the night. The brain and the ovaries cannot grow simultaneously and now it is time for the young lady to grow up. She can’t both be a writer and a woman. Now they’re keeping an eye on her. She can’t be seen to step out of line. Woe betide the woman whose ovaries don’t grow as they’re supposed to. He’s the leading expert in gynaecological diseases, her aunt had retorted, when Amelia dryly remarked that Dr. Hogarth’s own ovaries may have grown disproportionately large. Not long after that, Aunt Elizabeth announced that she’d hired a lady’s companion for Amelia. You can go walking together, feed the ducks, get some fresh air, won’t that be nice? Amelia knew what that meant. Out with the books, in with the female pursuits.

         She sits down at the desk and picks up the pen with her ink-stained fingers, relishing in the sound of the nib scratching the paper. There’s always that initial resistance, the uncertainty of the first line, before the finely woven parchment gives way to the ink, and it begins to flow as her hand gains momentum. Like horses’ hooves, carving a path through the snow. She is the rider, riding out into nothingness, out across the fields and down to the lake. Beneath her, the half-frozen earth cracks, above her, dark tree branches are like knotted constellations against a milky sky. Figaro greeted her this morning as if it had only been an hour, not several weeks, since she’d last set foot in the stables. His warm muzzle was like silk against her skin. Rosy-cheeked with cold and joy, she’d ridden him through the woods and, when she’d returned home, her body almost felt like her own again.

         A carriage draws up outside the building and Amelia goes to the window to see who it is. A woman in lace-up boots and a grey coat gets out and walks across the gravel to the front door. Amelia sits down again at her desk, surveying the scattered papers. Her next book is more like an essay, a study on the nature of desire. She prays not to be disturbed by aunts, lady’s companions or those charity women from Charlbury, not to mention the distinguished Dr. Hogarth, here to look at her ovaries again.
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