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 CHAPTER ONE

Lively music made by strings and tambourines echoed in the distance. Barely heard, yet still discernible, distant vibrations tingled through her flesh. Hester cocked her head, peering into the darkness.

Through the darkness, she had a vision. A waking glimpse of a dream half remembered.

It had always started the same way. She couldn’t pinpoint the time the dreams started, but they had ebbed and flowed throughout her life as a friend or confidant. Sometimes when she found herself back in the dreamscape, she sighed with remembrance. Other times she would look around herself with horror, pondering release from the cloying moistness of night sweats.

There was always the lure of the music. It haunted her, tormented her, yet teased her to follow it. Taste it. Touch it.

The music filled her blood, giving her the urge to dance, to spin, to feel the freedom from the long, heavy fabric of her dress as it spilled out around her as she swirled. Yet amongst the joyful beat moaned the mournful wails of violins. Discordant melodies would fill her dancing feet with dread. She couldn’t stop dancing nor could she wallow in the haunting sighs of the music.

The people who made the music were always just  out of reach. Out of sight. They flitted in the corner of her eye as if dashing from one spot to another. Sometimes she emerged from the desolate darkness into a clearing where a bright campfire crackled. Other times she would remain in the darkness, taunted by random, flashing glimpses.

When the fire flames crackled, she danced in the orange light. Faces laughed and leered. These were the well-worn faces of strangers. Mouths curved in mocking laughter as yellowed teeth glinted in the firelight. Dark eyes were slits as faces crinkled. Age meant little as the harsh lines of life ringed faces of both young and old.

Once, a hand had reached out to touch the hem of Hester’s dress as she danced. A rush of heat had warmed her ankles and spread up through her legs. It fanned out across her pelvis and her senses quivered. Her nipples grew hard as she experienced the longing of her own loins for the first time. Adolescence had arrived in a nightmare.

The dreams from that point took on dark, ominous undertones. The music not only stirred her blood but her whole existence. Her very being throbbed with the passion the music inspired in her.

Young Hester was often found spinning in her room, her eyes still shut while her ears listened to distant music in her dreams. She had been told by her mother’s seedy friends that it was sleepwalking and she would outgrow it. She longed for the days that the agony of yearning, of throbbing groin and aching heart would end.

Yet, they never did.

They shifted as she matured. Ideas that seemed strange once were passé. Old familiar thoughts were saturated with a new vision. The yearning ebbed and flowed and reinvented itself, tumbling through her emotions in an endless cycle.

As she grew older, she grew more aware of the dreams in her waking life. Instead of the dream fading upon awakening and being gone by breakfast, she hung on to snatches of its images for entire mornings.

When she took wine with dinner or even after a hard night of work, she found her thoughts unearthing the nocturnal ramblings of her subconscious.

 



She stood, staring out at the darkness once more, only this time she wasn’t sleeping. She was certain she was awake.

She stood on a stone patio, a massive affair that spread out to the edge of the hill that led down to a pond. The patio was decorated with large planters that held crawling plants that wound around a wrought-iron trellis and granite pillars. Along the edges of the patio were benches and little tables for those who wished to take breakfast or tea out of the cloying, festering embrace of the dank house.

A few stone steps led down to the pond in which swam koi. Vidor was quite superstitious and demanded that koi of a certain number and color were kept in the pond at all times. The idea was that the fish would attract good luck and prosperity. Hester wondered if he had always been rich and always had koi.

Sometimes during the day, birds would swoop down to bathe in the waters. Hester liked to watch  them but she never did for long. There was a fountain in the middle of the pond that had always disturbed her. It had been hand carved out of marble and imported from Italy. The design was modeled after a painting. There was a large mermaid in the center of the fountain. Water spilled from her nipples into the shells staggered below her. Around her massive tail were curled tiny gargoyles who leered out with unblinking stares, their bodies intertwined with each other in terribly lewd positions. Hester had thought it was the strangest fountain she had ever seen. Of course, she hadn’t really known how rich people lived until recently.

The pond was surrounded by hedges that were clipped into various animals. In the daylight, the roaring lions and crouching tigers were magnificent art. At night, the hedges created ominous shadows ringing the pond. Hester was desperately curious about the music yet the creepy figures made her reluctant to venture forward.

Beyond the pond and the hedges, spread even more property. There was a small expanse of woods and then a field. The hedges were the only barrier between the estate and the rest of the world.

The music came from the distance, possibly beyond the field.

That night, the pond was almost as far away as the music. The moon was only a sliver in the night sky and the candles from the house didn’t illuminate much beyond the windows.

There was no one around for miles. At least, there shouldn’t be at this time of night. There had been  nobody around when she had ventured out earlier on the horse she had been given. Her ride had been long and lonely. How she enjoyed being away from her former life, yet, she found herself with huge amounts of time with nothing to do.

Vidor was locked in his chamber, doing who knew what while the staff slept or busied themselves with personal tasks. She wondered why he kept to himself so much. Didn’t he grow lonely out here in the countryside with no one around?

No visitors were expected for quite some time so the music couldn’t be coming from any of Vidor’s friends. It shouldn’t worry her. Nothing should worry her in this mammoth place.

Yet she didn’t feel safe.

Her days on the street had led her to trust her gut. Events were never as they seemed on the surface. Behind hearty smiles lay fangs ready to snatch at any morsel that came within their reach.

Though things at the manor were perfectly fine on the surface, there was something not quite right. The grotesque statues both inside and outside the house did nothing to settle her unease. Even in the daylight, the manor had a chill that never seemed to go away. Couple that with the strange smells that floated through the corridors and she didn’t know what was worse sometimes: sitting in the house in the dim light or being out in the daylight staring at that hideous fountain.

Her employer was a fair enough man, a little odd but surely no threat. He had never coerced her into any action where she wasn’t comfortable. She had  thought that it was pretty much certain that she would be expected to perform specific favors to earn her keep. But so far, she saw less of Vidor then she had at the tavern.

The staff all welcomed her, but she hadn’t spent enough time with any of them to really get to know individual personalities and concerns. She figured she had plenty of time for that. It had only been a bit longer than a fortnight since she had come to this place.

Her time at the mansion had been short and she was still reeling from the whirlwind of events that had led her there. There had been no time to think and digest; to fully comprehend the events that led her to be living in the lap of luxury.

How could luxury be so cold and foreboding?

She had always thought the rich lived in bright light and shiny things. Everything in the mansion reeked of decadence. From the decadence of the human body to the decadent mocking of religions. Sometimes Hester thought that if she hadn’t been going to hell already, being amongst such unsettling images was likely to leave a stamp of their own on her soul.

There was the mystery of the forbidden rooms. What was harbored in those rooms and did it have anything to do with the music she heard? She couldn’t possibly imagine how one could be connected to the other.

She could only imagine the rooms held great treasures or perhaps had belonged to a deceased wife or mother. The place was so creepy that she could  imagine a mummified relative or even a shackled enemy awaiting some kind of tortuous fate. Hester knew that Vidor wasn’t the type to harbor either. There was no point in worrying about a bunch of rooms; people were entitled to their privacy.

The uneasy feeling had nothing to do with that. It was quite ineffable really. Like trying to pluck a dandelion seed from a spider’s web, her thoughts eluded her. It was as though she had a black void where certain memories should be hidden.

The vague sense of unease followed her out to the edge of the patio where she listened to the distant music, her foot tapping along. The music soothed and mystified her. She yearned to dance and found herself spinning around, laughter escaping from her lips. She whirled and laughed, a childlike giddiness filling her.

She slowed down and held on to a wrought-iron trellis to catch her breath. She stared out at the fields and thought she saw the distant crackling of a makeshift campfire.

She guessed that a carnival must be coming to town, for surely gypsies, travelling around the English countryside, wouldn’t make camp this close to a private home. Or maybe it was a gypsy carnival.

Hester ran back into the house to find a lantern. She lit it and wandered out to the patio again. The quickest way to the field was to go past the pond and through the small woods. There was a path but that wasn’t what concerned her.

She had to walk past the fountain and the hedge animals.

The music taunted her and she knew she had to stop being foolish. She stepped carefully down from the patio.

Slowly, she made her way past the creepy hedges. She didn’t dare look up as she passed under gaping mouths and snatching claws. She stared at her feet hoping that there were no flickering shadows between her and her goal. A stray branch caught her dress and she fought a moment of panic believing the hedges had come to life to devour her. But she soon saw the branch sticking out from the leg of a lion and hurried on by.

The wind changed and the music was easier to hear. Her slow, cautious gait quickened until she was hurrying along a dim path in the woods.

Then she screamed as a hand grasped her. The darkness allowed her the faintest gaze at features and she vaguely recognized: Mrs Headly, the housekeeper.

‘What are you doing out here alone?’ The woman grabbed Hester’s arm and dragged her back through the woods and past the dreaded animals. Hester cowered as she imagined glowing stares mocking her as she was led back in shame.

‘You can’t venture out into the woods at night,’ Mrs Headly said as they returned to the parlor. ‘There are so many wild animals. And there are other creatures out there too.’

‘What kind of creatures?’ Hester asked as she watched Mrs Headly pour tea from a pot that was standing on a silver tray. As she handed the cup to Hester, Mrs Headly frowned.

‘It’s not for me to say much, save don’t try to find out. Stay near the house at night and all will be well.’

‘I can understand that,’ Hester said. ‘I’m so used to the city that I forget that there are dangerous animals around out here in the country.’

‘Don’t you forget it.’

Mrs Headly stood up and brushed off her apron. A few tell-tale wood grasses clung to it.

‘I have chores to attend to so enjoy your tea.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Headly.’

Once the buxom housekeeper was gone, Hester turned her attention back out the window. If she squinted her eyes and used her imagination, she could see the gypsies dancing and laughing. Dream or no dream, there were gypsies in the fields that night.

A carnival was probably in town. It had been a long time since she had been to a carnival.

She fingered a little locket with a blue stone and many glittering crystal shards that she always wore around her neck.

Maybe she could convince her employer to let her take an afternoon off to go see the carnival for herself?




 CHAPTER TWO

‘There he is again,’ Lucy whispered in Hester’s ear as she passed her. Hester carried two tankards of beer in her hands; her determined face didn’t change as she whispered back to Lucy, ‘I know.’

Hester’s cheeks flushed as she placed the beer on the table of two large men who didn’t even stop talking long enough to acknowledge her. She continued on, toward the table in the back.

The tavern was a long, dark building, probably formerly some kind of barn or carriage house. It had an interesting flair to it that Hester hadn’t noticed in other establishments. Of course, Hester didn’t come from a life where frequenting bars was common. She had been lucky enough to escort a man or two into an establishment before conducting business in the alleyway after a pint or two, but even those places weren’t frequented by high society. She counted herself fortunate that once in a while she was able to peek through the doorways of some of the fancy hotels as she hurried to market on the rare occasions she had to run errands.

The tavern did well and was large enough to accommodate many rows of tables. It was split into a few smaller rooms and there was one main room with a stage, complete with thick red curtains that raised and lowered. On Saturday nights, Hester was part of a  burlesque act. The rest of the week, she earned a living waiting on tables. They were long grueling hours, but then there were nights like that night she treasured.

He had been there before. Every time he came, he chose the small room at the very end of the hallway to dine. The room held four tables and at one end, there was a small fireplace. It was very damp in that room but the chill seemed not to bother him. The walls and ceilings were stone and the tables were polished to the highest sheen.

He would be sitting there, his back to the wall, staring thoughtfully into the fire until he decided to speak to her.

She wondered if it would be the same tonight. Maybe this night, she would dare to strike up a conversation with him.

She smiled to herself. It was unlike her to be shy of starting a conversation with strange men. Given her line of work to put food in her mouth, let alone pay for a cot in a rooming house, she was good at speaking to men.

Men she wanted something from. Men she didn’t care about.

But this man. This dark-haired man intrigued her. She melted into his eyes whenever she saw him and words would escape her.

Still, he had his needs and no doubt that was all he saw in her too. Hester didn’t mind, she was used to it.

She tucked a stray curl behind her ear and walked purposefully toward the candle-lit room at the back.  Her long red hair flounced with every step, curling wildly from under her kerchief. Her fair, white bosom spilled over the top of her bodice, and she stopped to arrange herself nicely. She wished there was a mirror somewhere between this spot and that one but there was nothing, not even a spoon, to catch a glimpse of herself in.

She took a deep breath and hoped that she was presentable.

The sight of him nearly took her breath away.

Each time she saw him, he looked more handsome than the last. He wore a dark, tailored suit, a watch fastened to his coat. A large red ruby glinted from his collar, and smaller rubies were used as buttons for his dress shirt.

His clothes were regal and elegant but it was not what captivated her. She could gaze at him in the most unseemly of dress and he would still hold a spell over her.

The noise of men laughing and bantering fell away as she stepped into the room. His aura seemed to fill it, his countenance sure and seductive.

‘Good evening,’ he said to her in a thick Hungarian accent.

‘Good evening, sir. What may I bring you tonight?’

‘I would like a glass of red wine. Do you have wine here tonight?’

She nodded. She remembered one time he had come and there was no wine. He had settled for a beer but Hester had known that he would have preferred wine.

‘Good. I will start with that. Then please tell the  cook to prepare me an assortment of those little sandwiches. Oh, and a slice of rare beef.’

‘Of course, sir,’ she said with a curtsey. His eyes held hers and for an instant she almost worked up the courage to say something. The words danced on the tip of her tongue yet she was powerless to speak. Flustered, she hurried away to fetch his food.

When she returned, she was bursting with confidence. As she set down his wine, his hand touched hers. His touch was cold yet pulsing. Or maybe it was her own pulse she experienced pumping harder through her body as her excitement grew.

‘Your name, please,’ he asked.

‘Hester,’ she said.

‘Hester?’

She nodded. He lifted his hand and took hers, kissing it softly.

‘Hello, Hester. My name is Vidor.’

‘Hello, Vidor.’

‘Tell me, Hester, why do you work here?’

Hester shifted from foot to foot.

‘Well, quite honestly, a girl’s got to work. I have to pay for things.’

‘You don’t have a husband?’

‘Yes, well, no. He doesn’t work though . . . I have to work for both of us. I mean, he does find work, now and again. But it doesn’t last for long.’

‘So why are you with such a man? Does he make you happy?’

She shrugged her shoulders.

‘Is anyone truly happy?’ she asked him.

He nodded and smiled.

‘I’m happy looking at you, and that is all that matters for now.’

Hester smiled.

‘You are too kind, sir.’ She turned to tend to her other customers.

When his meal was ready, Hester brought it in with the help of the cook’s son. Vidor eyed it appreciatively.

After the cook’s son left, Hester stood before him.

‘Is everything to your liking, sir?’

‘It most certainly is,’ Vidor said. ‘Come closer to me.’

Hester stepped forward, the lure of his eyes hypnotizing her once more. The way he looked at her, she felt as though he could see inside her soul. As if he knew every trial and tribulation she had ever experienced. Her legs trembled and her hand held the table for support.

‘Is there anything else, sir?’ she asked, holding her skirt out in a little curtsey with the other hand.

‘Please, sit down.’ Vidor indicated the chair beside her. Hester sighed with relief as she sank down upon the plush cushion.

‘Tell me . . . are you only a serving wench or do you have other duties as well?’

‘I’m a performer. I sing and dance in the burlesque show.’

‘An actress then. How sweet. Please, I want you to help me eat this meal. I can’t possibly have it all to myself.’

He pierced a piece of meat and bright red juice flowed out. He cut the meat in half.

‘Perfect,’ he said, licking his lips. ‘This is what you need.’

He lifted a piece of the dripping meat to a smaller plate and presented it to Hester. Hunger beset her and before she knew what she was doing, she was cutting it into pieces and shoveling it into her mouth as fast as she could. She was afraid that if the manager saw her eating, she would be punished.

‘I haven’t had meat in a long time.’ She sighed as she put down the knife and fork. ‘Thank you. I must go now.’

‘When do you perform next?’

‘This weekend. Saturday night.’

‘I’ll try to come and see you.’

‘Oh, I don’t know if a fine gentleman such as—’

‘Don’t you worry, sweet girl. I can take care of myself.’

Hester hurried about her duties, smiling as she brought more tankards of beer to the tables of boisterous men. Her night passed quickly and she brought Vidor a cup of coffee before he went on his way.

She barely noticed as he disappeared into the night, the bar crowd was getting louder and more aggressive as the drinks flowed freely.

It was a good night for drinking. Not too hot and not too cold.

Nothing truly terrible had happened recently. Nothing spectacular caught the community by storm either, but at least things were on an even keel.

Unfortunately, a good night for drinking usually meant that at some point, someone would get a little rough with her and someone else would have to put  him in his place, and on it would go. It may not be over her, it could well be one of the other girls slinging beer. Or even one of the city ladies who dared to wander into such a bawdy establishment.

As she brought more mugs back to the girl who washed them, she sighed to anyone who would listen.

‘It’s such a lovely night. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be whisked away by a tall, dark stranger in the moonlight, riding along at a rapid pace, the horse’s hooves clicking on the cobblestones toward a new adventure?’

‘Tell me.’ Vivian leaned towards her, a half-empty beer mug still in her hand as she listened.

‘Tell you what?’

‘When did you ever get into a carriage with a tall, dark stranger and not have it end in tears and humiliation?’

Hester flushed.

‘We all live the same lives in this part of town. You do. I do. We are destined to live and die wondering how the other half lives.ʹ

‘I don’t know . . . some people get out.’

‘Only pretty girls who attract rich men. Some men are not the nicest. Some will make you do vile and disgusting things before tossing you out.’

‘I don’t know—’

‘Enjoy it when you can. If you ever get the chance. I wish I had.’

‘Were you with a rich man?’

‘I wasn’t his wife, no. But I was fool enough to think that I might be one day. I was the chambermaid and after I’d been there a few months, the master  noticed me and took a liking to me. It wasn’t long before he was helping me with my chores, and helping me find out about parts of my body I didn’t even know existed. I figured a man who cared enough to show me such passion would surely marry me. But no. One day a fresh new face appeared on the doorstep, and a new maid was broken in.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t ever think you are more than you are.’

‘I don’t. Believe me, I don’t.’

Vivian’s eyes were damp and she dabbed them with a corner of her apron.

‘Now I’m going to spoil my make-up. I’d better get those men their beer.’

Vivian tossed the half-empty mug at the washing-up girl and flounced out of the kitchen.

‘Vivian, wait.’ Vivian turned to look at Hester. Her eyes were blazing as the reality of her emotional confession turned through her mind.

‘Do you regret it? Having a taste of a better life? Of clean beds and fresh-smelling men?’

‘No. In fact, I hope to do it again. Only this time I won’t be fool enough to fall in love. I’ve known many girls who finally found a rich man. You, my dear, need to ditch that sloth of yours and find yourself a rich, handsome man. Even one like that gypsy man who came in earlier.’

‘He’s not a gypsy. He’s royalty. He has beautiful clothes and conducts himself with the highest of manners.’

‘First of all, what do you know of the manners of high society? And secondly, his clothes, the color, the  tailoring, they are all old fashioned. He never wears any of the modern materials.’

‘Maybe he’s just attached to certain outfits. I only have one good dress myself for going out somewhere special. Although I never go anywhere special anymore. Sometimes it was worth putting up with the men to get to see a show once in a while. A man likes a lady on his arm.’

‘I don’t have time to point out to you that I’m sure you fooled no one with your impression of what you think a lady would be. A lady of the evening to be sure.’

‘We all have to make a living.’

‘Anyway our gypsy friend probably does have money, he is just very frugal. He drives a fine carriage.’

‘I’ve seen his carriage and it’s lovely. His horses are black as night.’

‘He’s all about the show. A gypsy. Mark my words.’

 



Gypsy or royalty, it didn’t matter much to Hester. The night was nearly over and soon she’d have to make her way home through darkened alleys where she once ruled the night. Funny how now the night seemed a foreboding and threatening place. It wasn’t so long ago that she didn’t venture out on to the streets until night had fallen.

It seemed like a whole different life. Like someone else’s life.

She remembered watching the older girls doing it her whole life long. She watched and learned and  listened. She knew the dangers but she saw in the act, a way to make a living. A way to bring in enough money to pay for a bed and buy some food so that you could live long enough to do it all over again the next day.

Her very first memory was when she walking along the pavement, money in her pocket to buy a loaf of bread from the bread maker. She hurried along at a brisk pace, just like she had been instructed to do. She was to look neither left nor right but to get to the bakery and back.

She was walking past an alleyway when she heard moans and a low cry. The sound disturbed her and as she poised to run, she saw who was making the noise. A man and a woman stood close together in the alley, the woman leaning against the wall with her skirts hiked up and one leg over his shoulder. The man had his undergarments part way down his thighs and was pumping himself into her. She squealed and cried with every push, her joy causing her to take long hauls from a whiskey bottle she held in her hand.

They both saw Hester at the same time. The man raised his hand as he leered at her.

‘Do you want some of this? Do you want to taste her on me?’

Hester turned and ran, not wanting to see if the man was going to make her taste him or not.

Now that Hester was beyond the age of illusion, she knew that she could have made a pretty penny that morning if she had dropped her drawers and  presented herself to him. Her innocence had been pricked but still preserved on that day.

 



She thought about Vivian and her rich man. She would have to ask Vivian if she was still a servant girl at the end of it all, maybe elevated to some position where she sat on pretty cushions all day and sipped tea from fancy china cups. Her only duty would be to spread her legs at her master’s beck and call. Maybe he had too many sinister desires for her to fulfill. Maybe his demands had grown too great and there never was a new servant girl, but she just left because she couldn’t take it.

Hester considered some of the strange requests she had catered to before she became a serving girl.

There was one man, in fact, who did drive her in a carriage to a lovely expensive inn one weekend. He dressed her in the finest of clothes, which she wasn’t allowed to keep. She suspected he had snuck them away from his wife and would have to return them without arousing suspicion.

During the day, they sat under umbrellas in the sun staring at the magnificent view of a distant body of water of some sort. Hester never did know if it was a lake or the ocean or even where the inn had been. They had drunk wine endlessly the whole time, talking and laughing.

By night, Theodore was a different sort of creature. He had an appetite that could not be satiated.

The first few hours, he had pumped at her mercilessly, frustrated that he was unable to fulfill himself. He grew weary and found the sash to her bathrobe.  He took the sash and wrapped it around her hands, fastening it to the headboard. He produced a length of rope from his night bag and set to work lacing up her ankles so that her feet were tied to the bed as well.

He had a fetish for feathers. One of the bags he carried was filled with feathers. There were large and small loose feathers. There were feather dusters of different sizes. There were pegs trimmed with feathers and he even had a whip with feathers dangling from the handle.

Theodore loved his feathers. He would run the various feather toys along her body, tickling her nose and teasing her crotch. He adored her nipples and would pinch them so that they grew hard, standing straight up like mini-mountains. The clamps fit around them perfectly, and he would stare at the clamped nipples for hours. Sometimes he would lick the very end of them or he’d tickle them with a feather.

The worst thing he made her do was to lick a raw, freshly-butchered chicken that he had spent the morning plucking.

Another man, who was also rich, loved to have his testicles suckled while she pinched his buttocks so hard they left welts.

Everyone had a kink; some were just a bit stranger than others.

What was Vidor’s secret passion?

She could just imagine him sitting stoically watching as two long-haired women kissed and caressed each other, fondling each other’s breasts and hips,  until their breath came in short little bursts and they turned their attention toward him.

How would he react to them?

Would he already be naked or would he stand slowly, letting them relish the sight of his fingers unfastening his trouser buttons, one by one until his clothes fell around his ankles. He wouldn’t look ridiculous, as most men did, eager to sink their teeth into prey. He would be patient and collected, his large, hard penis taunting from his lap. They would polish its head with clever tongues, flicking and dancing along his swelling member. One would suck his shaft deeply while the other would suck on his balls.

Would that be his fantasy? Thrusting into two moist pussies, one after the other?

Somehow she imagined that Vidor’s dreams were more elaborate than a threesome. She could sense that he would want something on a grand scale, something opulent and elegant, yet sensuous and sensational.

She turned her thoughts from Vidor and Vivian back to the darkness of the alleys. They were pockets for earning a living yet they would also be pockets to thieves and murderers. People disappeared all the time. Nearly every week, Hester would notice someone missing. And in turning it over in her mind, could never really tell when they first became missing. She just sensed after a while that something wasn’t right, that there were less people in her day. Then she would realize that she hadn’t seen someone in a while. It may have been one of her prostitute friends or it could have been the girl who always  served the bread. Whatever it was, it seemed like once she got herself into a good routine, it would all have to change because someone disappeared.

There were a couple of times when she wondered if she were being mocked. Two girls that she considered very good friends, who didn’t even know each other, suddenly disappeared. They no longer stood at their corners; they weren’t seen wandering the streets.

As was the case when most workers disappeared, some joker would suggest they’d moved or gone to see family and the topic would be dropped. Very seldom was it considered that an undesirable would have met with foul play; that maybe someone cared and would be looking for them.

London was a large, cruel and dirty place. Hunting for wayward people was not usually a priority for anyone. The rich continued to get richer while the poor scrambled along the bottom like little beetles. All anyone ever really wanted were a few crumbs to cobble life together.

Hester said a little prayer as she heard a movement in the alley. She braced herself for anything, but in the end, it was only a cat.

‘You frightened me,’ she laughed as she stood over to pet it. The cat purred and wound its way between her feet and ankles.

Before she could stand up again, she was toppled to the ground. Gasping, she put her arms above her face to shield it from her attacker. However, in the glow of the street lamp, she recognized the face.

‘Boris!’ she cried. ‘Stop it.’

‘You’re late. Frightfully late.’

‘It was a busy night. I had to stay until my duties were done.’

‘I’ll be checking in the morning to be sure you aren’t up to your old tricks again.’

‘Never, Boris. Never. I’m yours and yours only.’

She clumsily stood up, her knees aching where she had banged them on the ground.

‘Boris, why don’t you just wait for me outside, like the other men do? Skulking in the alleyway is no good for either of us.’

‘I’ll do as I please and when I please, and don’t you forget it.’

‘I know.’

‘Say . . .’ He pulled Hester up the rest of the way and drew her close to him. His breath was rank with stale cigarettes and booze. Whiskey, no doubt.

‘Remember our first time. Or hell, maybe it was our third or fourth. When I was still paying for you? Remember, it was right here. I was just reminiscing about the old times.’

He slipped his hand under her bodice and rubbed her left nipple between rough fingers.

‘You think that we could recreate old times?’

‘I don’t think so,’ Hester said sharply, trying to free herself from his grasp.

‘Where you going in such a hurry now? I’m here, aren’t I? ʹ

‘No,’ she said, but even in saying so she knew her pleas fell on deaf ears.

His breath was hot on her neck and he kissed her roughly along her chest and breasts. As rough as his gestures were, his lips were like soft velvet against  her flesh. His touch melted into her and soon she was no longer mad with him for frightening her, she wanted him to be rough. Her loins ached for him as her flesh remembered the joy he was capable of giving her.

When he finally lifted her skirts, she sighed with pleasure. His fingers sought her out in the experienced, familiar way that he knew she desired. He pushed his fingers into her, hooking them so they pulled at her while he hurriedly undid his trousers.

He braced Hester against the wall and tried to enter her. In the end, he turned her around so that he was grabbing her hips. He forcefully thrust himself into her. She gasped as he ploughed into her time after time.

They stopped when they heard the footsteps of someone passing. It was only a drunk and they held their breath as he sashayed by, singing and muttering. For an instant they were afraid he might choose their alley for his nightly nap, but after a brief pause to relieve himself on a nearby doorway, he staggered along his way.

And so did they.

At last Boris was spent and they hurriedly refastened their clothes and walked home.




 CHAPTER THREE

An angry husband woke Hester from a dark and dreamless sleep.

‘Get up, you. There’s work to be done.’

Hester rubbed her eyes in time to hear a cock crowing somewhere in the distance.

‘Please let me sleep a while longer, my body aches all over. I worked really hard last night and will be working again tonight.’

‘I told you, your work at the pub won’t interfere with your duties at home.’

Boris pulled the covers from her and she tumbled out of bed.

Another day of her glorious life was upon her.

Hester sighed as she got to her feet. There was no point in arguing. She knew the drill and it was time to get busy.

Her first order of business was feeding Boris. He sat watching her as she busied herself with eggs and meat. He slapped her butt now and again as she passed.

She could never tell if he was teasing her or not. The best way to get through the breakfast preparations was to keep her head down and her eyes averted. Sometimes he’d get raucous and would say rude things to her, laughing at his own crude audacity. This morning, he muttered angrily about the  wrong doings of the world, his friends and his enemies. His contempt at everything around him was bubbling over and she didn’t want to lead him into any sort of confrontation.

‘Hurry up, woman. I have to see that son of a bitch before the sun gets too high.’

‘Does he have work for you?’

‘Of course he does. Why do you think I’m up so early?’

‘Maybe you couldn’t sleep. Sometimes it can be hard to sleep.’

‘Maybe for you.’

Hester nodded. She poured boiling water from a kettle into big cups that held a combination of herbs and grounds she was able to pilfer from the tavern. As the steam rose from the cups, she remembered her dream the night before.

The gypsies had come for her again as they often did. They led her away with long bony fingers, weathered faces promising adventure and mystery. She cautiously traveled with them over a small hill, aware that the dry grass was prickling her feet.

More gypsies waited for her around the fire. She stood watching them, wondering what it was they wanted from her.

A tall man approached her, his face hidden in shadows. Hester’s heart raced as her cheeks flushed. A floating sensation flooded her and then she realized that it was nothing but her nerves and the hike up and down the hills to get there. She took a deep breath as the man held his hand out to her. She took it and a violin started to play.

A lively song filled the air and soon the people were clapping and singing in a language that she didn’t understand. The man held her tightly in his arms as he led her around the campfire. One song melded into another and the rest of the camp joined in. Her dark and secret partner led her around and around the fire, lifting her, spinning her, clutching her as his hot breath whispered past her ear.

‘Come with us,’ he sighed. The plea was so quiet that Hester wasn’t certain if she imagined it or not.

‘I can’t come with you.’

Laughter erupted around her. When Hester looked, no one was watching her. The people gleefully chuckled at their own jokes. Hester’s reluctance had no effect on him.

‘You know you yearn to be one of us. Dance with us. Dance with us forever.’

His voice was warm and soft in her ear. She loved the lilt of his foreign tongue. She yearned to see his face, but shadows kept him hidden despite how tightly he held her.

‘I will dance a little longer, but I can’t come away with you. At least, not just yet,’ she said.

Her dream lover laughed and spun her out again. This time as she twirled, she saw in a dreamy haze, a woman watching her.

Not a woman.

A girl.

A girl about the same age as herself.

Hester tried to make out the girl’s features but they blurred as she stared at her. A flash of eyes, a glimpse  of pouting red lips, and the wisp of golden curls was all that Hester could decipher.

The girl blended back into the crowd, but not before Hester could feel the unspoken longing in her face. In the dream, the emotion whipped out and lashed around her like an unseen rope. Yet the girl’s countenance held her tight in her clutches. She didn’t see the girl again in her dream that night, yet she could see her as she reflected on it now.

What would happen if she ever said she would go away with the gypsies? What would they think of her? What would they do?

What would Boris do?

She sipped the brew she’d made while the breakfast finished cooking. Boris fitfully tapped his foot while he sharpened his knife. She often wondered why she was with him. Why did she stay when there was so much more to life?

Boris stared at his knife with a childlike innocence. Men were all the same when it came to revealing their inner child. Some men looked like little boys when engrossed in an activity. Hester often found herself imagining what a grown man might have looked like as a child. She figured with her active imagination, she was never too far off.
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