
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Companion

By EE Ottoman


New York, 1948

After years of trying to break into New York City's literary scene, Madeline Slaughter is emotionally and physically exhausted. When a friend offers her a safe haven as the live-in companion to reclusive, bestselling novelist Victor Hallowell she jumps at the chance to escape the city. 

Madeline expects to find rest and quiet in the forests of Upstate New York. Instead, she finds Victor, handsome and intensely passionate, and Audrey Coffin, Victor's mysterious and beautiful neighbor. 

When Victor offers her a kiss and the promise of more, Madeline allows herself to become entangled even as Audrey is also claiming her heart. The only problem is that Audrey and Victor are ex-lovers with plenty of baggage between them. As Madeline finds herself opening up and falling in love with both she starts to wonder, can there be a future for all three? 
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Content Notes

A note on the gender identity of the characters: this book depicts a polyamorous relationship between two transgender women and a transgender man. Due to the historical setting, however, this is not the language these characters use for themselves. 

Content warning: this book includes brief references to rape culture, sexual exploitation of trans women, attempted sexual coercion of trans women. This book also includes brief references to trans people feeling unsafe being in certain spaces or walking alone and trans people warning each other of unsafe spaces. This book also includes discussions of internalized transphobia, sexual shame, and issues of self-worth. It depicts sexually open relationships and multiple explicit consensual sex between two or more trans people. The book includes a scene where the characters smoke weed. This book includes period typical transphobia, homophobia, sexism and very brief period typical language for gendered body parts. 

This one is for me and my trans siblings:

May we find abundance and joy 
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Upstate New York

1948

It was raining. The train window reflected back a ghostly shape of her face, outlined in streams of water. Madeline didn't reach up to touch her hair or glasses or straighten the collar of her blouse although she wanted to. She'd fussed over her outfit and hair too much as it was this morning. She'd awoken in the small hours, stomach tied into painful knots, a mix of anticipation and dread in her gut. She'd packed everything she owned into a single trunk the night before and laid out her outfit for today. 

The sky had been slate gray outside when she'd left her rooms in Brooklyn for the last time and walked to the train station in the rain.

"A companion," Freddy had said. "Not a maid or a nursemaid, but someone to keep him company, to help around the house. He's lonely all by himself out there, and it would be good for you to have somewhere to stay." 

Somewhere not in the city.  

When Madeline had first come to New York, she'd known it would be hard, but she'd told herself she would make it one way or another. She would write, she'd publish, and she'd be all right. 

The work wasn't there, though, no matter how hard she tried. Letters and queries went unanswered, manuscript chapters were sent back, and editing jobs were non-existent. It didn't matter if she wore a suit and used the dreaded boy's name. It was as if they could tell anyway. See right through the “Mr.” in her strongest, flattest handwriting to the woman behind the words, and there were no jobs for her in New York publishing.

"Get away from the city," Freddy had said. "It will be better for you to be someplace different, quieter. Better for you to be living with someone from our own community too. Better for your writing." 

The train headed north through rolling hills and forests, their colors dulled by the rain. They traveled along a snaking gray-blue river and then away again to more hills and trees, which gave way to fields where cows and sheep grazed. 

Her stop was a small, unremarkable train station. It was made of stone, standing far enough away from anything that one would never be able to guess there was a town close by. 

It was still raining as Madeline gathered up her bag, hat, and trunk and wrestled it all off the train. The water gathered in large pools on the pavement. 

She found Freddy's letter in her purse and pulled it out to read the address again, then started off along the puddles, dragging her trunk behind her. 

She came to the house before the town. It was a large stone house covered in ivy, its front yard encircled by an equally large stone wall also laden with creeping green.  

Its windows looked dark and impenetrable, but she unlatched the gate and made her sodden way up the front walk anyway. The front of the house was mostly taken up with an enclosed porch. It seemed terribly rude to barge into someone's porch space, so she dragged her trunk around the side of the house to the kitchen door and banged on that instead. 

Nothing happened. She banged again, and there was movement from deep inside the house. 

The door shuddered as the bolt was drawn, and then there was a man looking at her from the other side of the screen door. In the shadow of the house, she could make out the shape of him but not his features. His collar was unbuttoned, his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows. "Yes? Can I help you?" 

"Madeline Slaughter." She held up her letter from Freddy as if it was proof of her identity.

"Ah yes, Miss Slaughter." He pushed the screen door open. "Freddy told me you were coming last time he called. Come in. Here, let me help you with that trunk." 

He reached around her as she ducked into the kitchen, finally out of the rain again. 

Her coat, hat, and shoes were soaked through, and her glasses fogged over as she entered the relative warmth of the kitchen. She was momentarily unable to see but could still hear the soft drag as he pulled her trunk into the kitchen.

The lenses of her glasses cleared slowly, and she was able to look at him for the first time. 

He wasn't tall, she supposed, but he was solidly built, with dark brown hair that curled around his ears and fell into his eyes. 

He straightened up with a grunt once he had her trunk in the house, then held out his hand. "Victor Hollowell." 

"It's good to meet you." Madeline shook his hand, her cold fingers against his warm ones. 

"Well, take off that wet coat and make yourself at home," Mr. Hollowell said. "Your bedroom is upstairs at the far end of the hall; shall I bring your trunk up for you?" 

"That's very kind," Madeline said as Mr. Hollowell hefted the trunk. She trailed him out of the kitchen, through the dining room, into the front hall, and up the stairs. 

It was cool and dark inside the house, all burnished wood and old-fashioned features. The scent of wood polish and dust hung in the air with something dried and herbal underneath it. 

Mr. Hollowell pushed the door open to a room much larger than Madeline had ever had before. There was a plain metal-framed bed, nightstand, wardrobe, mirror, and one chair sitting by the window. 

"Let me know if you need anything," he said, placing her trunk next to the bed. "There are many rooms in this house, and most of them aren't used. If there is something you would like for in here, just say the word." 

"Thank you." She didn't know what else to say to him, but he nodded as if she'd said enough. 

"I'll let you unpack." He turned back into the hall, closing the door behind him. 

She listened to his footsteps down the hall again and the way the old house creaked and groaned as someone moved through it. 

She sat on the bed and took off her shoes and stockings and set them both out to dry. Barefoot, she began unpacking her things. 

It didn't take her long to unpack her clothes, her books and notebooks, and a small collection of other things.

When she was done, she sat on the bed and listened to the rain hit the windowpanes, the slow tap of it on the roof, the sigh of the house as it tried to breathe in the wet.  

She made herself get up, smoothed out her skirt, put her stockings and shoes back on, and went downstairs. 

Mr. Hollowell wasn't in the kitchen, the dining room, or the very unused-looking sitting room. There was a door at the end of the main hall though which Madeline could hear the heavy clack of typewriter keys. 

She decided not to disturb him and went to explore the enclosed porch instead. 

Something about the rest of the house had made her expect it to be disused, but when she pushed the door open, she was met with a sea of green. 

The space within the porch was full of plants, potted plants of every size and shape, planted in everything from heavy ornate planters to glass bottles, sat on every surface and, where there was no surface for them, on the floor. Among the green, wicker chairs sat patiently, although most of them were covered in a thin layer of yellow dust. The air filtering through the porch screen was cool and damp. The plants were the most cheerful thing she'd seen all day. 

It would be a nice place to sit and read or even write—after a little bit of cleaning, of course. 

She went back into the house and up the stairs and began opening doors until she'd passed a number of unused bedrooms and located the bath and water closet.

There were probably plenty of other rooms in the house she hadn't seen yet—basements, attics, abandoned little rooms, and whatever room currently served as Mr. Hollowell's study. She wasn't going to search them out today, though. 

Instead, she got a cloth from the kitchen and dusted off all the furniture and surfaces on the porch before coming back in to take stock of the icebox. She had expected it to be rather dreadful, but it was stocked well enough. It would be nice to cook again in a real kitchen instead of living off food bought at lunch counters. 

Still, it was too early to start dinner, so Madeline went back up to her room, took off her shoes and still-damp stockings, and stretched out on her bed. She meant to read, but her lack of sleep from the night before caught up with her, and she drifted off listening to the rainfall and the house settling around her. 

When she jerked awake, the sky had darkened outside her window, and there was the taste of old metal in her mouth. 

She scrubbed a hand over her face, knocking her glasses askew. Straightening them, she swore softly and climbed off the bed. 

Her room was full of shadows and dark spaces, as was the hall when she pulled the door open. 

Downstairs, at least, there was light, and there was a light on in the kitchen. 

On the kitchen table was a place setting and a note: 

Miss Slaughter 

Take as much rest as you need and eat when you want. I usually take my meals in my study. 

The plate contained a patty of some ground meat and a baked potato with a small pitcher of gravy beside it, covered to keep warm. 

With a sigh, she sat at the table and reached for the cutlery. 

She'd been hoping to cook tonight. Partly to prove her worth and make a good impression on him, but partly because she enjoyed it and it had been a long time. 

Still, she told herself there was always tomorrow. 

It had stopped raining outside, or at least it had subsided to the point where she couldn't hear the sound of it anymore. It was intensely quiet now, not at all like the city noises she was used to. In the quiet, the buzz of the electric light overhead seemed unbelievably loud as she ate. It was a relief to drown it out when she turned on the taps at the sink and washed the few remaining dishes. She stood there a moment longer after she was done, listening to the water run, feeling it slide between her fingertips.

She wondered if she would be happy here, but even if she wasn't, Freddy had been right—it was a place to stay. 

She turned off the water and went back up the darkened stairs to her room. 
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There was pale sunlight slanting between the curtains when Madeline got up the next morning, washed and dressed, and headed downstairs to the kitchen. 

She had hoped to be the first one down, but there was an already steeped pot of coffee on the kitchen table along with a plate of buttered toast and a hard-boiled egg. 

Once again, the study door at the other end of the hall was closed. 

Madeline reached out a finger and touched the almost smooth shell of the egg. Freddy had said her job here would be companion, not servant, and it was obvious from what she'd seen so far that while some slight improvements in cleaning and cooking could take place, Mr. Hollowell wasn't really in need of a housekeeper. 

Companionship. Freddy had said Hollowell was lonely. He didn't seem lonely to Madeline, but they had barely met, and so far they'd kept different hours. Perhaps he'd seek her out later. 

She poured herself a cup of coffee and took it out onto the porch along with her plate to eat while ensconced in greenery.

The sky was still pale with early morning light, and low-hanging clouds promised more rain later in the day. The air still smelled wet and a little cold.  

Madeline sat in one of the wicker chairs anyway and sipped her coffee. 

Her day seemed to unwind itself before her like a freshly peeled apple skin. 

There would be no letters to write to editors and no parties to plan for, thrown by a friend of a friend who knew a famous author who, if she smiled at him in just the right way, might be able to introduce her to someone. There wasn't even the horrid drugstore job where she would stand half-bent over a table sorting and measuring drugs for hours on end. The owner used to scream at her to work faster or be smarter until she'd go home and cry. 

None of that existed here. She could do whatever she wanted. She could read all day or actually get some writing done. She could write a novel or a whole collection of short stories. 

The possibilities stretched out before her were vast and dreadful in their abundance.

She stared out the screen window to the lawn and the ivy-covered garden wall and beyond. 

There was a faint scrape, the sound of a shoe against the worn floorboards of the porch. She jerked, her gaze snapping from the lawn to the doorway. 

"Sorry to disturb," Mr. Hollowell said. "I thought I'd take a break from writing." 

"Yes, of course." 

This was his house, after all, and despite the dust, he must come out here regularly enough to care for the plants.  

Indeed, Mr. Hollowell reached for a brass watering can by the doorway and stepped back into the kitchen. 

Madeline listened to the water run, then Mr. Hollowell returned with the presumably filled watering can in his hand. 

Madeline cleared her throat. "Thank you for making me breakfast." She cupped her coffee between her hands as Mr. Hollowell tipped the can, pouring a thin stream of water over the plants closest to him. 

The corners of his mouth turned up, and his eyes crinkled in a small smile. "I'm an early riser and tend to eat early as well. It was no trouble to make enough for two."

He moved on to the next table, bending to pinch off a dead leaf here or there.

A soft sort of silence settled between them. 

Madeline was loath to break the silence but at the same time not sure that she should be staring at him without saying anything at all. "The plants are beautiful," she said. "It's lovely out here, surrounded by all this green."

He gave her another of those reserved smiles. "I like plants. I like the routine of caring for them; it's quiet and soothing. Although I don't really have the long-term planning for gardening. I have a hard time remembering to care for plants that are outside the house and not within my orbit, as it were."  

His back was very straight under the thin white cloth of his shirt, his shoulders not particularly wide, but there was a strength and a sureness to the way he moved and how he held himself. 

His features were strong in profile, with a dominating nose and high cheekbones that reminded her of how Byronic heroes were supposed to look. Except they were supposed to stride across moors, secure in their place in the world, not sit in screened-in porches after having gotten up at God knew what hour of the morning in order to work. 

Her gaze was lingering perhaps a bit too long now, so she looked out to the green of the lawn, the trees and the creeping ivy almost obscuring the stone wall. 

"Maybe if I'm still here by the spring, I could plant a garden," she said on impulse. "It might be easier to remember between the two of us." 

He looked surprised at her offer but nodded. "If you like. My grandmother grew flowers in the front yard, and I've tried potted herbs by the kitchen once or twice." He nodded to the lawn. "There are probably still beds if you dig a little." 

Madeline had never gardened before in her life, barely knew what it took to care for houseplants, but she had offered. Oh well. Spring was almost a full year off. She would just need to get some books on gardening and learn. 

"Flowers would be nice." She looked out at the lawn and could imagine flower beds around the edge of the porch, maybe around the small trees that were growing there. 

Mr. Hollowell made a soft noise of assent. 

"Not that it isn't pretty now," she added, not wanting him to feel like she'd moved in and immediately started to criticize his home and way of life. "The entire house is lovely." 

He laughed at that. "The entire house is too big and very old fashioned. As you've probably noticed, I use only a tiny fraction of it and struggle to maintain that." 

"It is a large house," Madeline acknowledged as Mr. Hollowell put down the watering can, tweaking a final leaf from one of the plants. "I think its age adds to its loveliness. I would rather live in an old house like this than a modern apartment in the city." 

"You say that now, but wait until the plumbing goes." Mr. Hollowell made a low sound between a sigh and a laugh and came over to where Madeline sat, settling into one of the other wicker chairs. He was quiet for a long moment, his gaze taking in the trees and grass of the front yard. 

"This was my grandmother's house," he said finally, his voice having gone serious again. "And I don't think I would want to live anywhere else, honestly. It's home." 

"I'm glad to be here too," Madeline said. "Thank you for agreeing to let me stay here with you." 

He shrugged beside her. "Freddy said you needed a place to go. He said that you couldn't stay in New York, and I understand that. And if there is one thing I understand better than most, it's the way the world tries to crush the life out of you."  

Madeline didn't know what to say to that. She looked down at the coffee between her hands. "I just needed some time away," she said, the polite and easy words covering so much hurt still raw and unhealed underneath. 

He held out his hand to her, and she stared at it for a beat before letting her own settle into his. His fingers curled around her longer ones, his grip warm and strong. "We look after each other." 

She so desperately wanted to live in a world where that was true. 

After a moment, he let go of her hand and rose from his chair. "I should get back to work." 

She watched him retreat into the house before setting her coffee aside. His dedication pricked her enough that she too went back inside and upstairs to her room. It was time to unpack her notebooks and get to work.  
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When she woke up that morning, Madeline determined she'd go for a walk.

The last few days had passed pleasantly enough, although Mr. Hollowell spent the entire day cloistered in his study, only emerging at mealtime. Madeline had spent most of her time giving the house a thorough cleaning. Most of it had amounted to sweeping and dusting, airing out rugs and opening drapes to let sunlight into rooms that hadn't seen it in an age or so. 

The tidying had given her something concrete to focus on, something to do with her days. Particularly since her own writing had been so dreadfully slow. 

She'd dutifully spent a few hours every day sitting on the porch, a notebook open in her lap, trying to make the ideas in her head solidify themselves into something that could actually be written about. They stayed frustratingly disjointed and ephemeral, the situation made worse by the constant background tap, tap, tap of Hollowell's studious writing. 

Most days she did it for as long as she could bear before fleeing inside. She'd spend the rest of the day focused on tasks she could actually accomplish, like scrubbing the floor or making inventory lists of all of the canned and jarred foods in the kitchen cupboards. 

Today, though, the sun had finally come out, spilling strong and bright through the kitchen windows, and Madeline felt like a walk was exactly what she needed. 

The sunlight glowed gold on the stones of the path as she left the house and made her way to the gate.

Down the road to her right would take her into the town of Greybridge, but Madeline wasn't going into town. She'd save that experience for another day.

She turned the other way, heading for the train station.

The road forked before she got there, and she took the other path instead, the one that led into the forest. 

It was cool under the trees, cooler by far than it had been out on the road under the sun. Madeline pulled her cardigan more tightly around her as she moved between the trees, her feet touching lightly on the ground, carpeted by fir needles and moss. She could hear the shush of branches as they moved overhead, the call of birds and the rustle of small animals.

Water ran over stone somewhere close by, maybe underground. She wondered how long she could walk in the woods. How far could she go before coming across someone's fields or house? If she went far enough, could she get lost in here? 

She didn't think so; the forest had its own distinctive features, and she was sure she could find her way back once the time came. 

There was a fallen log about waist height and old enough to be padded with moss. With only a small amount of trouble, she was able to swing herself up to sit on it, looking out across the expanse of forest floor and green. 

When she'd been a child, she'd loved the forest. Better than school, where there were teachers and other children, and better by far than home, where her parents were. The forest was quiet, filled with secret beautiful things—animals, birds, wild mushrooms, spiders’ webs, and leaves. 

She'd brought her books to read and written her first stories there. 
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