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            Sex and Sensibility - Erotic Short Story
      

         

         For the first time in ages, Catherine has a weekend to herself. No plans, no work, just pure relaxation and alone time. She has decided to stay in the entire time. All she wants to do is start reading one of the many classic works of literature she has on her shelf, but which she has never had the time to read. She smiles at the thought, and on her way home from work on Friday, she goes to the supermarket to get supplies. Chocolate, liquorice and white wine are the three key ingredients for a cosy weekend. She also buys some of those croissants in a tin that bulge to full size in a fraction of a second when the tin is opened. She loves seeing the soft pastry dough inflating like that.

         For dinner, she plans on ordering takeaway from her favourite restaurant if the leftovers in her fridge turn out to be too dull.

         Catherine wakes up late Saturday morning and shuffles about her flat for a long time in her knickers and her threadbare Rolling Stones t-shirt. She always sleeps in this shirt. It's a bit too large for her, and it's worn and stretched enough that it drapes halfway past her shoulder. But she got it as a present from a gorgeous man she flirted with a few years ago, and she has kept it as a delightful souvenir. She loves it, and today she doesn't have to get appropriately dressed anyway. She drops the croissants on a baking tray and puts them in the oven. Then she makes a cup of coffee, which she sips contentedly on her balcony. It is always drenched with the sun in the late morning. She usually isn't home to enjoy it. When she gets home from work, the sun has been around the other side of the building for hours.

         Catherine takes a sip of her coffee and shuts her eyes. She feels the sun warming her face and hopes it will make some of the tiny freckles emerge on her cheeks and her nose. She can hear the birds chirping, and occasionally a car driving past in the street. Fortunately, it's a quiet neighbourhood without much traffic, and Catherine has a charming view of the park across the street. She imagines that she can smell all the flowers from the park in the summer. Right now, what she can mostly smell is the croissants, and she just manages to think that they must be ready soon, before the timer buzzes. She takes them out of the oven and lets them cool off while she stands in front of her bookshelf, trying to decide what book she wants to read. She takes her time and finishes her coffee before deciding. When she has made her choice, she fetches a warm croissant and sits down to enjoy both that and the book on her balcony.

         She quickly disappears into the book's universe and doesn't even notice the passing of time until the sun almost doesn't shine on the balcony anymore, and it has become so chilly that she moves inside. It is late in the afternoon, and Catherine finds a bar of chocolate and pours herself a large glass of white wine before settling down with the book once again. This time she sits on her sofa. She breaks small bites off the chocolate and eats it while reading the book. Almost mechanically, or rhythmically. A piece of chocolate, a sip of wine, a bit of chocolate, a sip of wine.

          
      

         She is quickly engulfed by the universe of the book, and she can easily envision its characters. The story takes place in 19th
          century Britain, and Catherine can almost hear how the women's long, pastel-coloured dresses slide across floors and lawns, and how all the people speak in a weirdly formal and polite way with each other. She feels as if she is present among them.

         “Suddenly he came into vision in the pond, where he calmly swam towards shallower waters. He stood up and leisurely made his way to the shore, where he had left his jacket and his shoes. The sound he made as he splashed through the water stirred something within her. He slowly emerged from out of the pond and stood on the water's edge. The water ran down his body, rhythmically hitting his naked feet and the grass beside them. Looking nonchalant, as if nothing should ever stir him, and as if he were alone, he tossed his hair to the side, making the water splash in her direction. He undid the top buttons of his white shirt, which was soaked through, and pulled it off over his head. As he squeezed the water out of it, he shot her a look so penetrating and vivacious that she trembled. It was the kind of look that made her feel as if he had lived a thousand lives, and fought a thousand battles,” Catherine reads.

         She feels as if he is looking at her. She can feel his penetrating gaze and feels her cheeks flushing. She imagines his scent. Moist and with fresh grass. Catherine quickly reads on, holding her breath with anticipation.

         “As he stood there, wet and still, entirely unfazed by her presence, she knew at once that he was far, far more than what he appeared to be. She knew that she had been entirely mistaken in her first impression of him, and she could sense that in this unique moment, destiny was being created.”

         Catherine is so far inside the book's universe now that it is impossible for her to put it down. It is equally impossible for her to separate the book's reality from her own. Almost as if in a trance, she takes another sip of wine before settling further down in the sofa, still with her eyes fastened on the pages of the book. Her eyelids are heavy, and she struggles to keep her eyes open. The letters on the page get more and more blurry, but she desperately needs to know what will happen with the man and the woman in the book.

         She fights as hard as she can, but her eyes slowly slide shut, and the book slips from her hands and down onto the sofa next to her.

         *
      

         Catherine suddenly finds herself in a dark forest. She is surrounded by trees and by bracken as tall as she is. Heavy rain is falling, and the sound of the raindrops hitting the trees and the bracken is deafening. She looks down at herself, sees her naked feet on the forest floor, and feels them slowly sinking into it. The mud feels cold underneath her feet, and the small pebbles and wood splinters that are hidden in it are digging into the soles of her feet.

         A flash of lightning illuminates the sky, and a thunderclap follows soon after. The raindrops fall heavily, they feel as if they are slapping her forehead, and she can feel how they penetrate her t-shirt, making it stick to her body in a matter of minutes. She looks around, but the area is entirely unfamiliar to her. In spite of this, she starts running down a small path through the trees and bracken. Something is telling her to go that way, and there is no sense in standing still in the dark forest. Her hair and her clothes are absolutely soaking now, and she is getting colder and colder. She slips on the mud but manages to grab a tree branch before she falls all the way to the ground. She stands still for a moment to catch her breath. Her heart is racing. She can hear her pulse throbbing in her ears. It almost drowns out the noise of the rain. She spots a small flash of light nearby. She squints and walks towards the light, which soon grows bigger. Soon after, a log cabin emerges from the darkness.

         The light is coming from one of its windows. Catherine stops and tries listening for voices coming from the cabin, but she can't hear anything. She looks for the cabin door, and quickly finds it. With sheer relief from the prospect of finding shelter, she runs to the door. She is thinking that she has to get inside before she begins freezing too much. She takes a deep breath and knocks on the door. She hopes that whoever is on the other side will be helpful and kind. She hears a rustling inside, and then silence. She knocks again, this time a bit more firmly. Now she hears footsteps moving towards her. The door creaks as it is opened, and for a moment she fears that it might fall off its hinges.

         “Good evening,” a deep voice says. His accent sounds strangely old-fashioned.

         “Catherine looks up, into a pair of puzzled brown eyes, on the face of a lovely man. He looks up and down her body, letting his gaze stay long enough on her sodden t-shirt that she begins to blush.

         “Hi,” she replies, and can't help looking up and down his body as well. He is slender with marked and masculine features and dark stubble. He is wearing a coarse white canvas shirt with oddly large sleeves, a pair of baggy brown trousers that just barely cover his knees, and a pair of suspenders he has pushed off his shoulders, making them hang down on either side of his trousers.

         “Yes?” he says impatiently.

         “Excuse me,” Catherine says, “I'm lost and it's pouring out here. I'm pretty cold, can I please come inside until it stops raining?”

         The man looks puzzled once more, but he opens the door and lets her inside. Before shutting it behind her, he looks into the darkness outside, as if to see if anyone else should be there. He seems sceptical as he glances at Catherine once again, and she feels compelled to say something.

         “You wouldn't happen to have a mobile phone I could borrow, would you? Or... do you even get coverage out here?” she says hesitantly.

         He looks even more sceptical. Then he squints and looks as if he didn't understand what she said. He smiles and shakes his head.

         “You're a bit of an odd one,” he replies, then walks over to a cupboard in a dark corner of the cabin. He opens it and grabs something, then walks back to Catherine and hands it to her. It's a grey wool blanket. She takes it from him.

         “Thank you,” she says, standing there with the blanket in her hands for a while as she looks around. The cabin only contains one large room. In the middle, there is a large fireplace, which, along with two candles, is illuminating the room. The candles are standing on a table of large and coarse wooden planks. It looks like something out of a museum, except that it must be newer. The planks are light in colour, and there is not a single stain on the table. Perhaps he made it himself. On either side of the table, there are basic wooden benches, made from the same type of rough wooden planks as the table. Next to the cupboard in the dark end of the cabin, there is an unmade bed and a bedside table with a porcelain pitcher and bowl on it.

         A pair of leather shoes are lying on the floor next to the bed. At the other end of the room, a long and low wooden table with another porcelain bowl seems to be a sort of kitchen. Catherine shudders and walks closer to the fireplace. She stands on a large sheepskin in front of the fireplace and feels the warmth from the wool spreading up through her feet, while the fire blazes its heat at her legs and her back. The man walks over to her and stands in front of her, gently taking the blanket from her hands. He unwraps it and holds it up in front of her.

         “Take off your wet clothes and hang them there,” he says, gesturing to a sort of rack standing by the fireplace. She looks at him, feeling both insecure and curious.

         “To stave off illness,” he says, turning his head to the side as if to show her that he won't look while she undresses. Catherine turns her back to him and takes off her clothes. It is all dripping wet. When she has taken it all off, she backs into the blanket, then turns around to meet his gaze as he wraps the blanket around her. She smiles at him and feels the coarse wool itching on her skin. He returns her smile and keeps his gaze locked on her for long enough that she can feel a warmth spreading through her body that doesn't have anything to do with neither blanket nor fireplace. Then he turns away and walks over to the kitchen, where he grabs two glasses from the table and a bottle of whiskey. He pours whiskey in both glasses, and hands one of them to her.

         “Cheers,” he says and nods to her, then empties his glass.

         Catherine does likewise and begins to cough. This whiskey is stronger than any she can remember tasting. The man laughs at her coughing and fills both their glasses once more.

         “What's your name?” he asks.

         “I'm sorry, how rude of me!” she replies. “My name is Catherine.” The man reaches out his glass for another toast.

         “John,” he says, clinking his glass against her. She empties her glass again, and he looks at her as though he is expecting another coughing fit, but this time she empties it without coughing. It burns a little bit on the way down, and she clears her throat before she speaks again.

         “Did you have a mobile phone I might borrow, though?” she asks again.

         “You are an odd one indeed. Odd, but beautiful,” he says, taking her glass.

         He quickly places both glasses on the mantelpiece of the fireplace behind her, and before she has time to realise what is happening, he pushes her against the warm wall next to the fireplace, pressing his lips against hers in a passionate kiss. She gets scared by his abruptness and pushes him away.

         “No!” she says, but it is the surprise talking. She has really been desiring him since the moment she walked through the door. His brown eyes and tousled hair and old-fashioned ways. She places her hand on his chest and shoots him and intense gaze.

         “I want to see you naked first,” she says.

         Without saying anything, he obeys her, opening the top buttons of his shirt before slowly lifting it over his head and letting it fall onto the carpet underneath them. A muscular chest with dark hairs becomes visible in the dimly lit cabin. He is slender, but his upper arms make it clear that he is accustomed to hard work. He looks like a Greek god, and Catherine thoroughly enjoys the sight of his divine upper body. She impatiently waits to see more of him. He slowly loosens the string keeping his trousers up and lets them fall as well. He steps out of them and stands confidently in front of her.

         Catherine lets her gaze fall to his large and erect cock, standing out straight from his body. She feels heat blazing through her. John looks at her, and with his expression, he lets her know that it's her turn now. She lets go of the blanket and feels it brushing against her body as it slowly falls to the floor. For a moment, they stand in front of each other and enjoy the sight of each other's naked bodies in the dim and warm light of the fire. Finally, John is unable to restrain himself anymore, and with one sudden movement, he pulls Catherine towards him for a passionate kiss. With one hand placed on her lower back, he pulls her towards him.

         This time, she lets him do it. She wants to feel his entire body against hers. His hand is coarse but warm, and she senses his throbbing cock brushing against her thigh. She presses her lower body against his, letting her hand slide up his sweaty back, and their kisses grow more and more wet. He sucks and gently bites her lip, then he kisses her neck and slowly moves to her ear, nibbles her earlobe, and lets his tongue play with it. She enjoys the tickling sensation of his tongue, and the slight pain when he sinks his teeth into her skin. She sounds of his deep breaths right next to her is making her feel dizzy and weak in the knees. She wants to take possession of him. His scent, his taste, everything. She grows impatient. She needs all of him. Now.

         She determinedly pushes him backwards. They move together in a drifting and almost hypnotic manner. She subtly guides the two of them towards the chair behind him, and when his foot bumps into it, she places her hands on his chest and pushes him down onto it. He looks at her with puzzlement as she straddles him. She kisses his neck and his chest. She buries her face in his chest and breathes in his scent — a blend of sweat and wood. His hair tickles her nose and lips. She kisses him again, then lets her lips explore him, and just makes her way to his nipple and senses the salty taste of his skin before he gently pushes her back and grabs her hips. He quickly picks her up, turns around, and throws her onto the chair.

         Slowly but determinedly, he spreads her legs and kneels in front of her. He grabs her thighs firmly, and his large and warm hands send vibrations of anticipation through Catherine's body. While looking into her eyes, he kisses the inside of one of her thighs first, and then the other. He continues kissing her ever so slowly, moving further and further up her thigh towards her pussy. His stubble scratches her inner thighs, and she can feel the moist tracks left by his lips. They stay there like tiny footprints, making every part of her body prickle and tremble. She is wet and impatient. She feels like screaming for more, begging him to take her. Just as his tongue reaches her pussy, she tilts her head back and sighs. She can feel how the juices practically gush put of her, and when his tongue finally finds its way to her most sensitive spot, she jolts with arousal.

         While he slowly lets the tip of his tongue play with her clit, she lets her hands run through his thick dark hair. His moans make her lap hum and buzz. She sighs and closes her eyes. John's tongue is sliding in and out of her, he is very thorough, and his slow pace is teasing her. She moans and grabs his hair in her hands. At the same time, she feels like begging him to continue and to leave some for later, to go slowly and draw out the pleasure. She pulls him up for a kiss. She makes him stand up so that she will have easy access to his cock. She can hear the fire crackling in the background as she takes his cock into her mouth and lets the tip of her tongue play with the tip of his cock. His breathing gets heavier, and he moans loudly. Catherine enjoys hearing him sighing and moaning. He gently pulls her hair while her tongue keeps playing with him.

         But then he stops her. He takes her hand, and she stands up. She meets him in a kiss before he pulls her down onto the sheepskin in front of the fire. The heat from the open fire makes them both glisten with sweat. They sit in front of each other for a while and breathe in sync while exploring each other's bodies with their hands. Catherine moves closer and presses herself right up close against John. She swings her legs over his, and he lifts her up so that she can slowly sink down on top of him. His cock fills her completely, and she moans out loud with pleasure. She moves her hips rhythmically.

         John kisses Catherine's neck and pushes her backwards. He grabs one of her breasts and kisses it. He bites her nipple and makes it hard. He sucks on it and flicks it with his tongue. Then he turns her around, grabs her waist from behind, and pulls her towards him. He kisses her neck and penetrates her. Catherine can sense how the sweat is flowing where their skin brushes against each other. John pulls her hair, kisses her shoulder and bites the back of her neck. He thrusts harder, and Catherine can really tell how big he is. His rhythmic thrusts make her even more aroused, and she surrenders to John completely. She lets him take control, and she loves it. He bites her neck and kisses her hard. His thrusts and moans get deeper and deeper.

         Catherine can no longer avoid moaning out loud, and when John's hand finds its way between her legs and circles her clit, she screams with ecstasy. The circles get smaller and smaller, and faster and faster. Catherine trembles and the first orgasm washes through her body in a massive wave. She arches her back and thrusts her pussy towards him. She wants more. And her orgasm has turned him into a savage beast. He thrusts again, grabs her hips, and moans so loud it almost becomes a roar. Catherine touches herself, and John's thrusts become more and more savage. Their bodies shiver close together, and Catherine screams while John moans loudly. Then he pulls out and lets his cum shoot onto her back.

         They collapse onto the sheepskin to catch their breath. They lie there for a long time without saying anything, listening to the sound of the firewood crackling on the fire. The air around them smells like a blend of sex, sweat and whiskey. Catherine turns to her side and looks into John's brown eyes. She kisses him and rests her head on his hairy chest. John smells her hair and kisses her head.

         “I'm glad you came,” he says.

         “Me too,” Catherine replies.

         “But where do you really come from?” he asks. “Surely you're not from around here?”

         Catherine is about to reply, but then she gets interrupted by a loud noise.

         *
      

         The loud noise is repeated a couple of time, and Catherine sits up in shock. She is confused. Then she realises that it's the sound of the doorbell. She looks down at herself. The large t-shirt has twisted around and is much too revealing. It was all just a dream. She feels strangely disappointed and stands up from the sofa, adjusts her clothes and walks to the door. When she opens it, she looks into the same brown eyes she has just seen in her dream. She smiles.

         “Hi,” the man says. “I just moved into the flat below yours, and this might sound a bit strange, but, well...” The man is quiet and looks like an apology made flesh. He clearly hasn't noticed that Catherine is still wearing sleeping clothes in the late afternoon.

         “Yes?” Catherine says. “You certainly know how to build suspense.” She laughs. That causes him to laugh as well, and he immediately seems far more confident.

         “My name is Martin,” he says, stretching out his hand. Catherine shakes it.

         “Well, the thing is, I just moved in today, and now I've shut myself out. But my balcony door is open. So, well, I wanted to know if I could jump down to my balcony from yours? That way I won't have to pay for a locksmith.”

         Catherine shakes her head and laughs again.

         “You're completely mad, but by all means, be my guest,” she replies, opening the door to let Martin enter her flat.

      

   


   
      
         
            March
      

         

         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.

         What is it about desire that mystifies us so? What is it that we long to discover? What do we think we’ll find, right under the skin of another, what kind of boundary must be crossed and who will we find when we cross it? Where does the body’s boundary lie? When have we crossed it, that boundary? Or is it us, we, ourselves that must be crossed, penetrated, invaded by another in order to truly surrender? She writes quickly, sometimes so quickly it’s as if the pen is thinking for her. There are certain things she writes about in code. A code to conceal names, places, kisses between women, making love to a woman as a man. The kind of subjects that cannot be written about. At first it was clunky, disguising everything like this, but now the code is imprinted on her memory like a second language and she hardly thinks about it. As for characters, Amelia has hidden the list of names in a place where she’s certain nobody ever looks: at the back of Lord Byron’s Don Juan. The book that, according to her aunt, gave her Byron fever.

         When she emerges from the study later that day, it’s already getting dark. She goes into the orangery and inhales the warm, damp air of the agaves, laurel trees and orchids as she watches dusk descend over the lawn. He has finished the first two trees on the avenue and is now working on the third. But he looks different, up in the tree, his hair is longer. Pressing her nose to the window, Amelia realises that the man is actually stood on the ground and there is someone else up the ladder, someone who appears to be wearing a red dress. The red dress is in full swing, arms moving back and forth, sawing away at a branch higher up in the old linden tee. One leg sports a lace-up boot and stands strong and upright on the ladder, while the other bends and supports itself on a branch. The red dress has risen up the leg, revealing a silk stocking and a petticoat, but the figure in the tree does not appear to care. The man stands amongst the branches and twigs scattered on the ground, still holding his hat in his hand. She seems to be shouting something to him.

         Amelia stays at the window, secretly admiring the woman in the tree. Those slender ankles in the lace-up boots, silk stockings stretched around the narrow calf, the light grey hair that tumbles around her face as her arm glides back and forth. She has a firm grip on the branch and saws decisively, however, there is something graceful about her movements. It’s a strange sight. Stranger still, is the feeling Amelia has, watching her. It’s the same feeling she had as a young girl, when she would hide in the wardrobe in her bedroom so she could watch the maids make her bed. Amelia loved to watch them when they didn’t know they were being watched, their fussy bodies and animated voices. They were like small, exotic birds she could watch for hours. Then there was Emily, her nanny, for whom she had pined for years, pursuing her like a little, battered kitten who just wanted to be stroked. And Emily obliged, reaching out with her freckled hands to get Amelia to sit down and eat, and laughing gruffly, not-quite reluctantly, when Amelia refused to learn embroidery.

         One time, Emily was looking for her and Amelia was hiding in the wardrobe again. She held her breath and watched her nanny searching for her through the small crack between the wardrobe doors. She didn’t find her, but remained in Amelia’s bedroom anyway and sat down on the bed. Then her nanny took Amelia’s nightgown between her hands and inhaled it. Amelia could hardly contain her excitement. The urge to touch herself was overwhelming, but she didn’t dare.

         She can barely stand the sight of her bedroom now, after having been confined there for so many weeks. Whenever she spends time in there, it’s as if the floral wallpaper is talking to her. You’ll never get out of here, it whispers. Shhhhh, if you lie completely still, no one will be able to see that you’re not dead. Lie still, completely still. Amelia gets up and wanders aimlessly around. From a drawer in the little chest she takes out a golden amulet. She opens it and sniffs at the reddish, curly hair inside. On their last morning together, Lily had been sitting on her bed, the morning sunshine glancing off her shoulder, her legs spread as she carefully cut off a curly lock with a pair of nail scissors. Haha, stop watching me like that, you really can’t get enough can you, she laughed, throwing a pillow in Amelia’s direction. Then Lily had kissed the small, still damp bouquet of pubic hair and curled it into the amulet, which she clasped shut and hung around Amelia’s neck. “There, now I’ll always be touching your skin,” she’d said.

         The night before, they’d danced together at Darcy’s on Wardour Street. Darcy’s was the kind of place where elegant gentlemen in tuxedos and patent leather shoes stood at the bar and selected their ladies with a mere confident nod across the room. Amelia had swung Lily around, one hand holding her waist, the other cupping her perfectly rounded buttock. She had wanted to drag her to the toilets and fuck her right then and there—it wasn’t uncommon for women to do such things—but Lily insisted they should wait until they got home and promised her that they could make love all night as long as they were quiet. Müller, the old barrister was half-deaf and Lily’s mother slept in her own room at the other end of the house. As the two of them walked home through London’s narrow streets in the grey morning light, she’d thought about how desire and fear always seemed to go hand-in-hand. Her desire grew more intense as the walk home postponed their undressing of each other, causing delight to spread through her as if she was already there, fully immersed in Lily’s body. And then there was her fear. Her fear that it wouldn’t happen at all, that it would be postponed forever, and, perhaps too, fear that these very steps they took, the expectation and excitement in their bodies, was in itself the goal.

         Amelia lies down on the bed and her hand finds its way under her nightgown. She spreads her legs and slides her middle finger between her labia, recalling that night, the gentlemen at the bar, their eyes watching Lily and her as she ran her hands down Lily’s back, the toilets, the muffled moans of women behind each door, of moist lips finding each other, licking, sucking. She feels herself getting hot beneath her finger and her flesh parts easily, allowing her to glide smoothly up and down, as if her hand is part of her vulva, they move together in perfect synchronicity. She pictures Lily, her red hair splayed out over the bed, how she had pulled back at first, teasing herself, prolonging it, and how wet she was when she finally surrendered, how she had grabbed a pillow and pressed it to her face to stifle the scream that came out of her, as Amelia kissed her inner thighs and made her way, her breath warm, up towards Lily’s vulva, and her small, throbbing elevation, pumping with desire. Amelia had drawn it out for as long as she could, before she went in with the tip of her tongue. Then, greedily, with the entire surface of her tongue, she had tasted the hot, moist flesh between her lips, had devoured the smooth skin. Lily’s hands had grabbed her head and hair to pull her close and Amelia’s right hand had moved up and over Lily’s stomach as her body convulsed up and down, and those little animal-like sounds escaping Lily’s lips as Amelia turned her over, pausing, then thrusting into her from behind—first a finger to find her way, then two, three fingers, and Lily had lapped it all up, had taken it like Dante’s Inferno takes a fallen angel, and Amelia is now so close, so close, her hand is close to drowning in the sea between her legs, she’ll get there, she’ll release herself to this quivering inferno, but her fingers are starting to feel rough, her movements are becoming jerky and awkward. She can’t. She won’t get there today either. It’s like a world she knows is right there, but she’s unable to access it. She continues a little, rubbing her hand between her legs, feeling the still hot, moist flesh, as she tries to conjure the fantasy again, of that night, of Lily’s skin, her lips, the smells, of how she thrusts between Lily’s thighs, other women’s thighs, she lies between thousands of women’s thighs and thrusts, again and again and again. But then she pictures John de Fossard thrusting between Lily’s thighs, perhaps at this very moment, clumsily sticking his fat, pig tongue in between the red, curly hair, and Amelia gets so angry she can barely breathe.

          
      

         The next morning, when she descends to the kitchen to talk to Miss Parsons about dinner, she is surprised to see the new woman in full swing at the kitchen counter, kneading dough. Her large hands are peach-like as if they softened in the wash, her nails are trimmed short and covered in flour. Amelia stands in the doorway and watches the woman at work. She is older than Amelia had first guessed, perhaps in her mid-forties. She cracks an egg on the edge of a bowl and moves the yolk from one hand to the other, until all the white has separated. Then she adds the yolk to the dough. Strong hands with pronounced knuckles, but not rough. Hands that could swiftly shape a tart or a flute, hands that could grab hold of a linden branch and saw it, hands that could caress a lily of the valley, or perhaps open a dress bodice, button by button, whilst sliding a finger down between…

         “I dare say the young lady is on her way out riding?” Miss Parsons remarks, bustling past Amelia and into the kitchen, carrying a large sack of potatoes.

         Amelia looks down and then at the new woman, who meets her gaze with a peculiar smile.

         “You help in the kitchen as well?” Amelia asks her, stepping into the kitchen. “Yesterday you were chopping down trees, today you’re baking bread. Clearly I’m out of touch with what it means to be a lady’s companion these days.”

         “I had plenty to arrange for lunch as your aunt is receiving a visitor today and Miss Davies kindly offered her assistance,” Miss Parsons says, splashing potatoes into a tub of water

         Miss Davies still has her hands buried in the dough, the sleeves of her dress rolled up to her elbows. Her arms are pale and freckled. “Perhaps you’d also like to help?” she suggests. “There are plenty of buns to be shaped.”

         “Perhaps not. I think Miss Parsons would rather I didn’t. As for dinner, I think we’ll skip the yellow pea soup today and opt for fried kale instead.” With that, Amelia turns her back on the two women and walks briskly out of the kitchen. She doesn’t stop again until she makes it to the stables, and their familiar smell of warm dung.

         It always does her good to rise a little higher from the ground and observe the world from where she sits on Figaro’s back, where her thoughts can fly with the wind around her. She thinks about how the landscape around the estate has changed over the past few years. What once was wilderness has made way for fields and pruned nature, the forest cleared, hedgerows planted. A tame kind of wildlife. When she was a child, all of this was hers. She climbed every tree, made every hiding place her home, careened through the forest like it was hers for the taking. And when she returned home, her knees and palms scraped and muddy, her clothes covered in dirt, her aunt would shake her head indulgently and say, your father would so much like a hug. He’d get one and then Amelia would be sent off to take a bath. All this will soon be hers, really hers, and yet, so much of it is already lost.

         Later, Amelia sits in the study and there is a knock on the door. At the third knock, the door flies open and the new woman enters. Amelia reluctantly looks up. The apron is gone and she can better observe the red dress that stretches tight over Miss Davies’ bosom. Red with a little cream. Her light hair is greyish and scraped away from her face, but some of it has fallen loose and frames her face, dangling over her narrow shoulders. The woman looks straight at her, the laughter lines around her eyes distinct like a child’s drawing. “Your aunt said you’d probably be in here.” She smiles a crooked smile and walks towards Amelia, who is still sitting at the desk. She extends a broad hand and Amelia takes it automatically. “Esther Davies,” she says, “Widow Lumley requested my assistance.” The woman smiles again. “Widow Lumley mentioned that you read manuscripts from London. She said that Mrs. Smith and Mr. Todd consult you when…”

         Amelia lets go of her hand and examines the woman before her. Her face has a certain sweetness to it—her mouth matte and freckled, her cheeks fresh and rose-tinted—but there is something reserved about her too, something veiled. Like a late September day, confusingly hot and cold at the same time. Or an ice crystal glittering mischievously in the morning sun.

         “Poor you,” she says, “You’ve been sent into the vampire lair to observe the monster within, and whether she’s sitting puffing on one of her Turkish cigarettes?” Amelia looks resolutely down at her papers as she speaks. “Are you here to divert me with poetry and words of praise to pacify my corrupt mind, dear Miss Davies? Because then they’ll keep you. You may report back to my aunt and tell her she need not worry. I caught whiff of the rosebuds in the forest this morning, but I didn’t ruin them, not to worry.”

         Miss Davies has a hoarse laugh that takes Amelia by surprise. She stays standing and says, “I loved your book. It was enchanting. Written with such… passion.” Amelia can tell that she is trying to catch her eye. “Of course I know that you aren’t… but, well, all of London knows that you were the one who wrote it.”

         “Gossip indeed. Was it Mr. Todd, the old parrot? You shouldn’t listen to gossip, dear Miss Davies. I have not written any book.”

         Miss Davies gives her a peculiar smile. “No, of course not. Rumours, probably.” She walks back over to the door and pulls it shut behind her with a soft click. Amelia immediately brings her hands to her face. She can feel she has a wet blotch of ink on one of her cheeks.

         That night, she falls fast asleep and dreams that she is walking down at the edge of the garden, a place where she doesn’t usually venture, and all of a sudden she notices a mysterious path leading out of the garden. It is overgrown and clearly neglected but she can’t resist it. As she walks along the path, she observes that sunflowers and tulips are blooming even though it’s still winter. Strange, she thinks. She continues down the path and enters a city she doesn’t recognise. To think, she’d always lived so close to such a city, without realising it. The roads are as narrow as alleyways, the cobblestones uneven, the walls of the houses peeling, pink in colour like the medieval Tuscan villages. She turns a corner and emerges onto a large, open square. A woman walks in front of her, on her way to the middle of the square where there appears to be a market. If only she would turn around; Amelia can’t seem to catch up with her. Turn around, she says, turn around. She is certain she knows this woman from somewhere. Her hair is pulled back in a chestnut coloured plait that snakes as the woman’s back moves, shining like syrup in the sunshine. Turn around and look at me, she shouts, more insistent now. She finally catches up with the woman, breathless and exhausted, and the woman turns slowly to face Amelia. She has never seen this woman before. Only her eyes. The small lines at the corners of her eyes, like a child’s drawing.

         The fog is lifting, that much she can tell. She’s not sure why, only that her chest feels lighter and the spot in her head just between her eyes feels calmer. Perhaps the sun and the longer days are helping. Perhaps her ovaries have finally reached their optimal size. Dr. Hogarth will be pleased. The darkness that has hung over her now for a while seems to have lessened a little, she pines a little less urgently, although the longing still lurks in her like a wolf poised to pounce upon every glimmer of light that shows itself in the dark cave.

         Today the sun is shining. Amelia looks out over the lawn and down towards the half-formed avenue. The trees on the left side have been trimmed and now the man is trimming those on the right. Perhaps she could write her next book under her own name. If it turns into a scandal, so be it.

         She hopes it’s the passion she misses most. That the lack of passion is what makes her pine for Lily. Nothing more.

         “I hired Miss Davies for a reason, and that reason was not so that she could entertain Miss Parsons in the kitchen.” Aunt Elizabeth’s voice cuts through the otherwise pleasant stillness of the study. Her aunt stands in the doorway. Amelia hadn’t even noticed the door was open. The white collar that pokes out of the top of her aunt’s black dress gives the rather misleading impression of someone rather gentle and sweet. “It was so that you wouldn’t sit here day in and day out with your nose buried in books like a skinny, bespectacled theologian.”

         “I never requested the companionship of such a lady.” Amelia almost spits the words out. “What about someone who I can converse with on, oh I don’t know, a little Shakespeare, a dash of Milton, the complexities of Eliot?” She pushes her pen and paper aside and regards her aunt, who merely shakes her head, as she is wont to do when conversing with Amelia.

         “Unless you’d prefer to invite Dr. Hogarth back again, I suggest you go and knock on Miss Davies’ door and invite her out for a walk. Show her the garden, perhaps. Some female company will you good, especially from a more mature lady. Who knows, maybe you’ll learn something.” Her aunt says the word lady as if it were an entirely foreign concept to Amelia. “Esther Davies is the daughter of merchant Davies of Bond Street, and her poor mother has had to take care of all of them since he…” Her aunt mimics pulling her neck to one side with a rope, sticking her tongue out in the other direction. Amelia recalls the suicide scandal from a few years ago. Something to do with fraud, bankruptcy, family betrayal. He’d been found in the attic, hanging from the roof. She hadn’t paid much attention to the gossip at the time, when her aunt and the other ladies had sat discussing it while sipping their tea, before moving swiftly onto the topic of Napoleon’s hats. “She’s even spent time with the actress Louisa Brunton, so I’m sure you’ll have plenty to talk about,” concludes her aunt, and then leaves.

         Amelia gets up from the desk. If there’s one thing she despises, it’s the ladies her aunt pushes upon her. Pretty, honourable, fine ladies, with good taste and small heads, with no other ambition than to be able to recite Ode to a Nightingale from start to finish, learn to play a little Chopin on the piano and entice a man. A pleasure to behold, a bore to listen to. “You are magnificent like a noble thoroughbred horse, your legs are like Venetian pillars, but my dear, a lady you never will be,” her good friend Herman Baskerville had once teased her. They’d been drinking together, each with a mug of Bavarian beer, and Amelia was wiping the foam off her upper lip with the back of her hand when he came out with this. She took it as an accusation and a compliment. At least Esther Davies seems a solid sort of lady. And Amelia is unlikely to escape her until she scares her out of the house, so she trudges reluctantly up the stairs to the guest room at the end, where Miss Davies is now residing.

         She regrets it the moment she knocks on the door and a “come in” sounds from the room. She pushes the door open and walks in. The room looks different. A small bookshelf has been placed between the two windows and a blue vase of flowers placed on the bedside table. On the divan by the lit fireplace, Miss Davies lounges with a book in her hands. A red, leather book upon which the letters Theodore James: Soulful are inscribed.

         “Ah, you’re reading. Well, don’t let me disturb you.” Amelia turns to go.

         “Do you know what I love most about this book?” Esther looks up at her and then back down at the book again. “May I read you a passage?” She gestures to the armchair facing the divan.

         “I’m familiar with that book.” Amelia wants to leave, but something keeps her there and she sits down in the chair. “It’s not my kind of book, I just wanted to know if you’d like to go for a walk outside, or climb some trees if that’s more to your liking, but…”

         “This is my favourite part. Listen. She shone like a rose, a keeper of pearls, her softly chiselled lips a dusty red like faded wine stains in the sun. She was at one with passion as a vessel that stands at full sail towards the high tide while others drift along the shore in stalemate. From her he had learnt to soften the brutality of his desire. She possessed an exquisite ability to transform their love into art, by meaning more than she said, saying less than she meant and postponing the fulfilment of her promises indefinitely.” The older woman reads in a low, calm voice. It feels like being kicked in the stomach by a horse. The sound of her own words on another woman’s lips.

         “I presume you also know that it turned into quite the scandal, this book?” Esther looks directly at her. “So raw. So forceful a passion. She closes the book on her lap, but keeps one finger between the pages. “And written by a woman as well!” She smiles knowingly at Amelia, as if they’re privy to a secret, the long since forgotten location of a buried treasure.

         “It seems to me, Miss Davies, that you cannot read. On the cover of your book it clearly states that Theodor James is the author.” Amelia tilts her head slightly, pretending to decipher the letters on the book cover.

         “It is you, is it not? The young man, Adam, who falls so terribly in love with Lily? Sorry, I mean Annie of course.” She moves her hand to cover her mouth as if she’d said something she oughtn’t have, but her eyes are sparkling.

         “And what makes you believe that?”

         “Because I know you Amelia. I know you. I know what you are.” When she smiles, the lines on her face become crevices, her freckled mouth stretches wide and her cheeks round the sides of her face. She reopens the book, flips through it and stops on another page near the beginning. “Her gentle touch and melodic voice awakened my sleeping senses. I had not known the art of lovemaking to accommodate such Latin virtuosity. She pulled me down in the chair, towards her, until I kissed her. She was smart enough to blow out our lamp before she said…” She pauses. Amelia sits, staring stiffly ahead, first at the fireplace, then down at herself. She feels naked. “I must confess, I have read this passage many times. Many. I even read it aloud to Louisa when we…” She smiles again, but Amelia doesn’t dare meet her eye. “It had a good effect, turned her cheeks a rosy red before she went on stage. No need for blusher.” Miss Davies touches her own cheeks with her hands.

         The fire is dying out. It would provide a decent enough excuse to get up from the chair but Amelia stays seated, her hands clasped together in her lap. Then Esther reaches out and grabs her hand, placing it on her thigh. Amelia can feel the warmth of her skin through the layer of soft velvet.

         “The reason I know you…” she looks at Amelia, “… is this book. And what it awoke within me. That’s why I applied to work out here. That’s why I’m here. I’m otherwise not in the habit of venturing too far from London. You never know what you might find out here in the country.” She laughs from the back of her throat as she separates Amelia’s fingers and lets her index finger slide between Amelia’s thumb and forefinger. Her touch is light, so light that their skin barely touches. Amelia tries to keep control of her breathing.

         “And then I saw you both, that evening. At Darcy’s. Louisa loves to dress up as a man. She is an actress after all. If she can make a woman believe she is a real man, it’s a successful night.” She laughs again. Amelia remembers something, but perhaps it’s nothing. She has a vague memory of a figure in men’s trousers, a white shirt, braces, slightly parted lips, watching them, a nod in her direction, but it is as if the memory belongs to a different life. A life with strolls in the sun, stolen embraces under blankets, the taste of another mouth. A life when the darkness was yet unknown, when she had yet to learn how to navigate in the dark. “I saw you dancing, the way you held her, your… Annie. And I thought…” She holds Amelia in her gaze, steady, while continuing to caress the sensitive skin between Amelia’s index and middle fingers. An overgrown path at the end of the garden, sunflowers and tulips in March. “… I thought there is a woman who dares to slam the keys of the piano. The strong arms, the expression, the desire.” Her finger is so light on the tip of Amelia’s ring finger that it makes her tremble. The older woman’s voice is deep and gentle as she says, “Here is a woman who takes what she wants, but is she also able to receive?”

         She gets up and moves over to Amelia. As she bends down over her, she glimpses a ray of sunshine through the fog.
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