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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. 

She'd been the tiny witch of those woods; she could be the witch of these woods now. 

That made her smile.  

"I am the witch," she said softly into the breeze that rustled the leaves above her. "And this is my forest now." 

Madeline closed her eyes and let the wind touch her face, moving the curls that had escaped her hairpins. She really felt the sunlight where it slanted between the branches and ran across the backs of her hands and between her fingers.

There was the hum of insects, and something rustled in the fallen leaves nearby, but if she didn't disturb it, she didn't think it would disturb her. 

Then there was a crack, and that was definitely a boot breaking a stick. She was up from her perch, sliding down onto the ground before her mind had fully formed the thought that there was someone else here. 

Her heart was suddenly hammering in her chest, her peace gone. 

A figure was standing some ways off, watching her. 

The person was tall, taller even than Madeline, dressed in trousers and shirtsleeves and tall rubber boots like a farmer, but with a mane of dark red curls spilling past their shoulders. They wore a long, dark green wool coat thrown over the top of this outfit and carried a wicker basket in the crook of one arm. 

Madeline could feel her whole body tense. 

She was keenly aware of herself now in her skirt, blouse, and cardigan. Most of the time she moved through crowds, quiet, plain, and hopefully unnoticed, but here in the woods, there was no one else to notice but her, and the danger of that pricked up her spine. 

"I don't usually meet many people out here," the stranger said in a voice pleasantly low and smooth without a trace of hostility. If anything, they seemed more curious to have encountered someone else in the woods. 

Madeline could feel herself relax just a fraction. "I'm sorry if this is your land." 

The stranger cocked their head to the side. "It's not. It's public land, although it borders on my farm on the west side." They gestured back the way they had come. "But most of the townsfolk don't take long walks in the woods." 

Madeline felt her cheeks heat at that. "I've just recently moved here," she hurried to explain.  

"Audrey," the stranger said, seeming to take Madeline's explanation of her presence in the forest in stride. "That's my name. Audrey Coffin." 

"Madeline Slaughter," Madeline said before she could think better of it.

"Do you like mushrooms?" Audrey asked. "I was mushrooming before I stumbled upon you. You can come with me if you want and we can split the mushrooms after, or I can let you get back to whatever you were doing before I got here." 

Madeline paused, half wanting to say no so she could return to the quiet stillness she'd been enjoying before, but she did like mushrooms. "I don't know much about mushrooming," she said instead. 

Audrey smiled at her. "Then come on, and I'll show you." 

They walked a little way into the woods. Audrey knelt by the base of a large tree, brushing away the fallen leaves to show Madeline a cluster of soft cream fungus lightly ringed with brown like a moth's wings in flight. 

"Hen of the wood," Audrey said, pulling a short-bladed knife from her basket and cutting free a cluster. "They grow mostly by oak trees, so if you see an oak, look for them. I think we will be able to find chanterelles too; it's not quite too late in the year." 

"What do they look like?" Madeline asked. 

"They'll be bright gold or orange, growing from the ground like a flower, not from trees. If they're growing from trees, they're jack o' lantern, which are poisonous." 

Madeline let her gaze wander across the forest floor, looking for glimpses of gold among the fallen leaves and fir needles there. 

Beside her, Audrey picked back up her basket and started forward, winding her way between the trees. 

Madeline's gaze was caught by Audrey in her heavy men's clothes, her long hair falling down her back like molten gold still burning red from the fire, the sunlight picking out coppers and even silvers there. 

Audrey paused and knelt, brushing leaves away to reveal the bright orange growth underneath. Madeline watched her long fingers close around it. 

She cut the mushroom and placed it in her basket, then sat back on her heels, her gaze roving through the trees. "Ah, ramps. We'll have to gather some of them as well." 

Madeline watched as she unfolded herself, her long coats swirling around her legs, and she felt a tug deep in her chest, a sweet recognition. 

It wasn't anything about how Audrey looked or moved, but it was deeper than that. A knowing that stopped Madeline's breath for just a moment and made her replay their encounter back in her head. 

Audrey was like her; she was almost certain of that. A woman of found and claimed womanhood. A witch as Madeline had longed to be when she'd been a child with the power to transfigure her place in the world. 

We are the same, Madeline thought and let that knowledge settle inside her, felt the weight of it. 

Audrey looked back at her. As their gazes met, Madeline knew that recognition must have been on her face because she saw it reflected back from Audrey's. But then maybe Audrey had known from the beginning when she'd seen Madeline standing in the woods with no crowd to hide within. 

Now Audrey knew she knew, though. A secret spooling out between them, not a secret anymore. 

Audrey smiled wide and confident and took a step toward her.

"Where are you staying, Madeline? I'll walk you back home." 

"Eleven Winding Place." 

Audrey's eyes widened. "Hollowell House? You're staying with Victor?" 

"I'm taking it you know Mr. Hollowell?" She'd been under the impression that Hollowell kept himself deeply isolated from the surrounding community, but maybe he did with the exception of Audrey. Maybe they knew each other but were sworn rivals. She hoped that wasn't the case. She liked Audrey. 

"I'm his houseguest," Madeline clarified. "We have a mutual friend back in New York City. Are you and Mr. Hollowell friends?" 

Audrey drew in a long, fraught breath. "We know each other." 

It didn't take much to sense there was more than that, but Audrey didn't elaborate.

They made their way out from under the cover of the trees back onto the road. It was as deserted as it had been when Madeline had walked to the forest, and they started down it toward the house.

Clouds had gathered over their heads. The sky had grown gray rather than blue, and rain began to fall just as they drew within sight of the house. They both quickened their step until they were nearly running to the kitchen door. Madeline threw it open, and they both tumbled into the kitchen, damp and rumpled. 

Audrey let out a puff of laughter as she shook the rain off her coat and reached up to rub some of the water off her hair. Madeline felt her own mouth curve into a smile as she caught Audrey's amused gaze. 

"Well, at least we didn't get too wet." Audrey put down her foraging basket and took a step closer to Madeline. 

She was close enough to touch. Madeline had to tip her head up just slightly to meet Audrey's gaze, and she felt the thrill of that—of looking up at someone, another woman—straight down her spine. 

Audrey's hand came up, and Madeline wasn't sure what she was doing until she felt Audrey's fingers brush against her forehead, gently lifting a wet curl and moving it aside. 

Madeline’s breath hitched, and Audrey drew in a small breath of her own. Her fingers remained pressed against Madeline's skin for much longer than they should have for a gesture between acquaintances or even friends. Audrey's skin was cool against hers but growing steadily warmer before they moved, skimming across Madeline's temples and down to brush against her cheek. 

Someone coughed, and Audrey's hand dropped. 

They both turned to see Hollowell leaning against the doorway of the kitchen. He looked just as rumpled as usual, his sleeves rolled up and his hair a tousled mess. 

"Victor," Audrey said with a slight smile. 

"Audrey," Hollowell answered, not smiling at all. 

"I met Audrey this morning and she very kindly walked me home," Madeline said, her words falling into the thick and simmering air between the two. "I thought perhaps she could stay for the noontime meal, given that it's raining so hard now." 

All their gazes went to the window, now lined with silvering ribbons of water. 

"Well, I won't be the one to turn anyone out in the rain," Hollowell said, sounding reluctant about it. 

Audrey turned to Madeline, her expression softening as their eyes met. "I would love to share a meal with you." 

Madeline smiled back. 

There was chicken in the refrigerator, and it being there felt like a little bit of a miracle to Madeline, who hadn't been able to afford chicken since before the war.  

Audrey stripped off her coat and sat at the kitchen table, cleaning the mushrooms from her basket as Madeline put pans and a skillet on the stove. 

She didn't have an apron, which she'd have to remedy sooner rather than later. She put the chicken into the pan, trying to stand as far as back as she could in order to not stain her blouse. 

For the first time since she'd arrived, they ate in the dining room. 

Hollowell laid the table with linens, blue-flowered china, and crystal drinking glasses with long elegant stems. 

They had chicken with the wild mushrooms and a sauce of small tart cherries Madeline had found in the refrigerator, as well as a mixed green salad. There was iced tea to drink and canned peaches with cream for dessert. It looked beautiful and decadent on the table, perfect for company, and Madeline couldn't help but feel smug at the sight.  

She sat between Hollowell and Audrey and watched over the edge of her glass as they exchanged glances from either end of the table. 

"How is the writing?" Audrey asked, leaning back in her chair. 

Hollowell's shoulders tensed. "It's fine." 

Audrey smiled easily at that almost friendly exchange, but there was a hint of something else underneath, something sharp and wild that made Madeline want to both steer the conversation to safer ground and also say whatever would make Audrey look at her like that.  

She could imagine it—Audrey's gaze on her and that little, not-quite-safe smile on her lips. She wanted to feel the bite of that smile, and that thought made Madeline want to squirm in her seat. 

Hollowell just looked annoyed at the entire situation.

Audrey helped Madeline clear the dishes into the kitchen after they were done eating. She leaned against the counter drying while Madeline washed. 

"I'm sorry if this was awkward for you," Madeline said. "Being here with Mr. Hollowell." 

Audrey snorted, lips curving up again, her long fingers moving around the edge of one crystal glass. "Victor and I aren't as bad as all that. Our land borders on each other’s, you know. There's an orchard of apple trees right on the line, in fact. We used to argue over whose trees they actually were." 

Madeline looked sideways at her, thinking it had to be more than apple trees.

Audrey still had that little smile on her face like she was laughing at a joke Madeline didn't know. Madeline found she did not like that smile nearly as well as the knife-sharp one Audrey had aimed at Hollowell over the lunch table. Audrey's mouth, though, would never be unappealing. 

Strong fingers closed around the spoon in Madeline's hand, pulling it gently from her grip. Madeline became very aware that Audrey was leaning over her. The smile on her face had changed to something closer to a grin. 

"You should finish the washing before the water goes cold." Her eyes crinkled at the corners, and Madeline felt blood rush to her cheeks. 

They finished up the dishes in silence, and Audrey shrugged her coat back on. 

The rain outside had lessened to a drizzle. 

"You should come by the farm," Audrey said. "Let me cook for you this time." 

"I'd like that," Madeline said, realizing in that moment that, despite her best efforts, she had a large wet spot on her blouse. She crossed her arms over it, hoping Audrey wouldn't notice. 

She watched Audrey retrieve her foraging basket and step out into the rain, heading down the walk and to the road the way they had come. 

Madeline turned back to the house. 

It was quiet inside. 

Hollowell was nowhere to be found, and there was no sound but the hum of electric lights and the tap of rain against the windows.  

Madeline went back up to her room, changed her blouse and hung the wet one up to dry, then gathered up her writing notebook and a pencil. 

She settled herself back on the porch among the dusty pots of plants, listening to the rainfall all around her as she opened her notebook on her lap. 

Ideas flitted through her mind like dandelion down blown through a field, light and insubstantial. They weren't really stories, but she jotted them down anyway, hoping they would be useful once something solidified.

When the light began to change, she rose and made herself a cup of tea in the kitchen before beginning back to the porch. 

She would need to start dinner soon, but she had a little bit of time before then.

She wrote again until the rain stopped, an idea slowly taking the shape of a girl with secrets behind her eyes. 

So engrossed was she that she jerked up at the sound of someone clearing their throat by the door. 

"I'm sorry," Hollowell said as he stepped from the house onto the porch. "I didn't mean to startle you." 

"You didn't." She closed her notebook in her lap.

"No?" He sat in the wicker chair beside her. "Are you working on something?" 

She looked away, not sure how to answer that, thinking of the manuscript stacked and tied together with a cotton string up in her trunk. "I don't know if it's anything yet." 

He made a soft humming sound of acknowledgment or maybe interest. "I see."

"When I lived in New York, I mostly thought about writing what I could sell," she said. "Writing something that would sell was everything when I lived in New York."  

He was watching her now, his gaze resting on her like a weight. "Freddy said you'd been doing the circuit." His voice was low and smooth, gentle when he spoke to her, like music only half heard. 

"Unsuccessfully," she said, voice flat. 

"Hmm." His gaze left her. He had an ink stain on the inside of his wrist; he must have pressed his hand down on a page before it was dry. There were the beginnings of dark circles under his eyes, but that didn't change his beauty at all. 

"There are many skills that go into being an author," he said finally. "Knowing how to write a book, knowing how to understand the market and, what is often not said, knowing how to ingratiate yourself among people who very often do not have your best interests at heart. Particularly for people like us." 

"Yes." Her fingers curled around the edge of her notebook, thinking about the literary parties she'd been to, the way they'd look at her.  

She didn't want to dwell on that, though; it was so easy to get lost in the tangle of those thoughts. 

"Do you and Miss Coffin not care for each other because of an apple orchard?" she asked instead.

Hollowell's eyes widened in surprise, then he laughed a sound like sunlight sliding across the floor. "God, is that what she told you?" He shook his head, laughter quieting although a smile remained. "There is in fact an apple orchard between her land and mine." His gaze fixed on her again. "She likes you, Miss Slaughter, and if I didn't know better, I'd say you like her back." 

She should say they'd just met. Instead, she met his gaze squarely. "Maybe you don't know better, Mr. Hollowell."

His head tilted. "Well, as long as you're sure of what you want." 

She was not sure at all what she wanted from Audrey aside from the sharpness of her smile and the way she made Madeline feel inside—seen and wanting and raw. 

"The truth is, I know very little of what I'm doing here," she said before she could stop herself from letting the words out. 

"You can do whatever you want." His voice had gone gentle again. "Stay for as long as you want, write what you want. There are no conditions here, no payment. I have no expectations."

"But Freddy—" 

He made a quick angry gesture as if discarding whatever she was about to say. "I don't care what Freddy told you. As I said before, we look after each other, and I am telling you now that there is nothing you are expected to do here. No distastefulness you are expected to get through to obtain what you want." 

Their gazes locked together. 

"Here," he said very softly. "You can simply have it." 

A crack formed inside of her, a small fissure in a very old wall. 

"You are very kind, Mr. Hollowell, but I should start dinner." She broke his gaze and stood, her fleeing taking her back into the house, her notebook still clutched tight in her hand. 

She didn't look back at him because she couldn't. 

Since they'd already had their meat for their noonday meal, she made them a simple dinner of scrambled eggs, carrots cooked in butter, and bread cubes from the day-old loaf she found in the breadbox. She added the bread to the creamed tomatoes too, and served a jar of applesauce she found in the pantry for dessert. 

They ate in silence, sitting at each end of the long dining room table with the only sound of their silverware clicking against the china plates. 

He helped her bring the dishes into the kitchen once they were through, but to her relief, did not stay while she washed and dried and put them away. She needed the quiet, with the slosh of water and the sound of her own breathing. 

Anything she wanted, he had said, with no price.  

So fragile and awful, she did not have words for the way that simple statement felt inside of her. 

A large part of her thought that he could never really mean it. 

People never did.

She scrubbed out the sink once all the dishes were done, then swept the floor before turning off the lights in the kitchen and heading for her room. 

He caught her on the stairs. 

"Miss Slaughter?" His study door banged shut behind him when she was only two steps up. He came around the corner, looking up at her. "I hope that what I said this evening didn't upset you." 

She looked down to where he stood, his hands shoved into his trouser pockets, the sleeves of his shirt still rolled up, baring strong, pale forearms. His dark hair was in danger of tumbling into his eyes, and in the dim light of the hall, she could see where his lips parted ever so slightly. They were full lips, a little bit red from being pressed together in a worried frown. 

He was so very handsome.  

"No, I didn't," she said. 

He nodded, looking genuinely relieved. "Good." 

She stepped off the stairs and came around the corner to face him, closer than they'd ever been before. Close enough for her to see that his eyes were dark gray and watch the muscles move in his jaw and his throat as he swallowed. 

"You said I could have what I wanted," she said.

He nodded.

"So, kiss me." 

His pupils dilated, and he swallowed hard again. "I thought you said you were interested in Audrey Coffin." 

"I am." She took a tiny half step closer to him. Close enough to feel his breath against her skin. "But I have never kissed anyone before, and I want to kiss you now. To see how it's done." 

At the very least, Madeline wanted to know this much before facing Audrey's flashing eyes and sharp lips again.

"All right." His voice was soft, warm, a little breathless. His hand came up, his fingers sliding around the nape of her neck, cupping her gently. She tipped her face obediently to meet his. 

Their lips touched, brushed, drew back. 

Madeline took a breath.

Then he was kissing her, really kissing her. Kissing her like they were never going to kiss anyone else ever again, like his whole world was kissing her. 

It was hungry and wild and nothing like what she'd expected from him. 

His fingers were in her hair, almost desperate. Her hands clutched his shoulders. 

They parted eventually. Madeline's cheeks were hot, her breath coming fast.

"There. Is that what you wanted to know?" Hollowell asked, his voice deeper than when they'd begun, his gaze fixed on her lips as if he wanted to take her mouth again. 

She swallowed hard. "Yes, thank you." 

His hand came up to cup the side of her face, his thumb brushing against her lips. "If there is anything else you want to know," he said, "come to me any time, and I will be more than happy to show you."

She wanted to kiss him. She wanted to do more than kiss him, but instead, she nodded jerkily and turned back toward the stairs.

She felt his gaze on her all the way up. 
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Chapter 4
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Hollowell was back in his study the next morning when she came downstairs, the typewriter clacking away.

Her stomach roiled with nerves and a strange happy lightness. 

She fetched the newspaper and a fresh bottle of milk from the kitchen stoop and cooked breakfast, wondering what he could have gotten out of kissing her last night. 

Was it loneliness as Freddy had told her, or was there a real desire for her on his part? She didn't know and told herself it didn't matter either way, but still, the question nagged at her mind. 

She made cornmeal griddle cakes with syrup and the leftover applesauce, coffee, and milk. She put his food on a tray, squared her shoulders, and carried it down the hall to his study. 

The typewriter went silent with her first rap on the door, and he pulled it open as she was raising her hand for a second.

"Good morning, Mr. Hollowell," she said, giving him her best smile. 

He looked confused for a moment, then he looked from her face to the tray. 

"Oh," he said. "Miss Slaughter, you didn't have to do this." 

"Well, it's no more trouble to cook for two than one, and I enjoyed it." She looked beyond him to the study. Bookcases, armchairs, a low sofa, and a very cluttered desk filled the space. There were newspapers, books, and loose pieces of paper covering most of the flat surfaces. The drapes had been pulled back from the windows, but only weak, pale sunlight filtered in, giving the room a low dimness. 

"Mr. Hollowell," she said. "Please call me Madeline." 

Particularly after the last night.   

She pushed by him and found a table without too much debris on it and removed the stack of books there. 

"Victor, then," he said as she put down the tray. "If I am going to call you by your first name, you should use mine as well." 

"All right, Victor." She turned and smiled at him. "I'll come back for the tray when you are finished." 

She ate her own breakfast on the porch, even though she had to balance her plate on her knees. 

The sun was out today without any rain clouds in sight. A cool breeze rustled the leaves of the trees in the yard and blew through the screen windows. 

She was glad she'd put on one of her prettier floral dresses. No demure darker colors today. 

After she ate and cleaned up the breakfast dishes in the kitchen, she went to retrieve the tray from the study. 

Victor was typing when she pushed the door open, his shoulders hunched over the typewriter, the harsh sound of each keystroke filling the room. 

Madeline did not pick up the tray right away. Instead, she leaned against the arm of the closest wingback chair and waited for him to finish.

He paused finally and turned toward her. "Madeline, did you need something?" 

"I was wondering if we could talk," she said. "About last night." 

Emotions flickered across his face too quickly for her to truly read until his expression settled into something cautious and guarded. 

"I'm not here to tell you that I regret it," she said before he could open his mouth. "But I have been thinking about what you said. That I could come to you if I wished to be shown anything else. And I think that I would like, Victor, for you to show me a great many other things." 

For a moment it seemed as if he was holding his breath. She watched a faint flush move up his neck and onto his cheeks. 

"I know there were a great many people in New York who would have liked to bed me," she said. "I am not so naive that I didn't understand that was the purpose of all those parties. That I was supposed to trade my body for the chance that maybe an editor might look at my work. I know that ninety-nine percent of them thought a woman like me had no other options. And it kept me trapped. I couldn't have intimacy or desire without feeling like I was playing into some overarching scheme where I would only end up discarded at the end. I wish that I could have been cold enough to play both sides and maybe get something out of it, but I wasn't. So while I was there, I slept with no one and tried my best to never desire anyone at all." She took a breath. Her hands were shaking, and she pressed them together between her knees, tangled in the cotton of her skirt. "But things are different now, and you have only been kind to me, even when you didn't have to be. I am not looking to you for romance or asking to be your wife, but you offered, and I am asking you now to teach me." 

He seemed not to be breathing again, and he wasn't answering her either. 

She slid from where she was sitting and sank to her knees in front of him. "Please." Her hands hovered above his trouser-clad legs, not quite touching. 
"No, don't, Madeline . . . Get up, please." His voice was soft, but there was a hint of panic there too. 
She stayed where she was watching his face. "If you don't want to . . ." 

"Of course I want to." His words came a bit too fast. "You are beautiful, you kiss like a goddess, and you cook me griddle cakes for breakfast after I've been eating toast and a hard-boiled egg every morning for a week. If this is what you want, then yes, I will teach you whatever you want me to." 

This time she kissed him, rising up so they could meet in the middle, tender and soft at first, but then he made a noise into her mouth somewhere between a sigh and a groan. 

He kissed her like he'd kissed her the night before, all demanding want as he took her mouth with his. 

His fingers pushed into her hair again, and he leaned forward, pressing her back down onto her knees in front of him. 

He spread his knees, and her hands found his thighs then, her fingers twisting in the heavy cloth of his trousers. 

His kisses seared through her. She'd wondered last night if kissing was always like this or if this was something about Victor in particular—the taste of him, his scent and his hands on her, his mouth taking hers over and over again. 

He drew back finally, just an inch or two, so close their breath still mingled. His hands were still in her hair, pulling just hard enough for her to be aware of them, of the way he was holding her in place. 

"I am going to tell you what I want." His voice was breathless and rough. "And you are going to tell me truthfully if you want it as well." 

She nodded, a tiny movement of her head. 

He drew in a long breath. "With words. You need to tell me with words, yes or no." 

"Yes," she said, her voice breathless too. 

"I want you to stand up and sit on the armchair," he said. "I want to undo your garters, push your stockings down your thighs, perhaps learn what they feel like against my lips, and then I want to push your skirt up and use my mouth to pleasure you." 

Her lips parted.

His hand untangled itself from her hair and came down to cup the side of her face, his thumb resting against her lower lip, just touching, not pushing inside yet. "Would you like that?" 

"Yes."

"Then get up." 

She stood on legs that shook ever so slightly and crossed the short space to the armchair. This time she did not sit on the arm but settled herself on the velveteen upholstered cushion. 

He watched her for a moment, then stood as well and came to stand in front of her. 

She looked up at him, moistening her lips with the tip of her tongue. 

He smiled slightly, then gently nudged her knees apart until he was standing between them. "You've really never done this?" 

She shook her head. "No. I told you, I've never even kissed someone until last night. I wasn't lying."

He sank down onto his knees in front of her, tracing the tips of his fingers up the insides of her legs under her skirt from her knees to the tops of her stockings so lightly, it was not really even a touch.  

"I didn't think you were lying, but I'm honored." His gaze locked with hers. "That you trust me like this." His hand flattened against the inside of her thighs, warm and real, then slid back down to her knees. He pushed her legs apart gently, slowly. 

His hands traveled back up her legs, pushing her skirt and slip up as he did. Both of their breaths hitched when he reached her thighs and the little clasps attaching her stockings to her garter belt. 

Carefully and so gently, he undid each and pushed down the nylon, baring her legs to him. 

He bent his head and pressed his lips against her thigh. She shivered all over, and his lips kissed a trail from the top of her thigh to the inside. 

His hands came back to push her skirts up further, sliding underneath the cloth of her garter belt and against the soft cotton of her panties, his thumbs pressing into the crease where her legs met her body. 

She gasped, her entire self throbbing and shaking with the feel of it, the caress of hands where she'd never been touched before. 

His fingers caressed her through the cloth right where she was hot and needy, tracing the softness there and the beginnings of wetness on the other side of the flimsy cloth. Then his hands slid higher, pushing her garter belt further up so his fingers could hook into the waistband of her panties.

"More?" His gaze met hers again.  

She nodded. "Yes, please . . ." 

He pulled her panties down to her knees, baring her right there in his study.

She had one split second of self-conscious panic before his voice stopped her thoughts. 

"Beautiful." He breathed. "You are so lovely." 

She squirmed under his gaze but mostly under the words, dancing across her skin like sunlight.

He dropped another kiss on her thigh, then bent forward, his breath hot where she was sensitive, trembling, and so aroused. 

At the first touch of his mouth against her skin, her back arched, her hand flying up to grip the top edge of the armchair, fingers digging into the plush upholstery. 

His mouth traced the shape of her, tongue darting out to taste soft folders and curves. Then he took her more fully into his mouth. 

"Oh . . . oh God." The pleasure was so intense. Victor's mouth was hot and wet against her. 

The muscles in her thighs clenched around him, her breath forcing its way out of her body with each drag and pull of his mouth and tongue. 

He pulled back, leaving a slick trail of saliva between them. His tongue darted out to taste her, then he bent forward again, taking her until his mouth was buried between her legs. His hands were still on her thighs, spreading her legs as far open as they would go.

One of her own hands came down, seemingly of its own accord. Her fingers tangled in his hair as he worked her closer and closer to the edge. 

The pleasure clenched low in her belly, bright and hot. 

"Victor . . ." 

He hummed low against her skin, and that was what undid her. 

She cried out high and loud for him as her climax shook through her like a falling star. 

He waited until the last waves of pleasure had subsided and her legs had unclenched to sit back, smiling smugly up at her. 

"So ends my first lesson." 

She pulled a small throw pillow from where it had been wedged under her and threw it at him, but she was smiling too. 

He laughed and caught it. "Did you enjoy yourself?" 

She swallowed and nodded, still feeling shaky, a little bit sticky, and flushed from pleasure. "I did."  

"Good." He stood. "Then I should get back to writing once you've straightened yourself out. I have a deadline I cannot miss." 

She wanted to offer to return the favor he had just shown her, but it was obvious she was being dismissed. 

So, she nodded, pulled her panties back up, straightened out her garter belt and her stockings, and smoothed her skirt. 

Then she left him to it and went to find a washroom to freshen up. 

Despite what he had said, the sound of the typewriter did not start back up when she closed the door of his office behind her. 

She did not hear it at all, in fact, until she was most of the way up the stairs. 
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Chapter 5
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Madeline didn't know where Audrey's farm was located. Both Victor and Audrey had said Victor's land bordered on Audrey's but neither had said how much land they had. When Audrey had been in the woods mushrooming, though, she'd said her land was just beyond the state park, and she'd walked there, so Madeline assumed it couldn't be that far. 

Besides, it would give her a chance to go back to the woods. 

She put on a good pair of sturdy shoes and a cardigan and headed for the tree line. 

It was just as cool and green under the trees as she remembered. There was the rustle of branches overhead, the call of birds, and the sound of small animals, but no man-made noises to be heard. 

This time Madeline did not pause, but she did walk slowly, enjoying the breeze against her face and the sounds and smells of the forest. 

The trees broke after a short walk, making way for a field beyond a low green slope that she picked her way across. There was another short stand of trees, and she passed through it to see an actual cultivated field on the other side. Rows of plants stretched out to her right, and to her left, the field had been fenced off and sheep grazed inside. 

Audrey was bent over a row of plants. 

She was dressed much as she had been the last time they'd met—in trousers, shirts, and high rubber farmer boots. This time her sleeves were rolled up, and she also sported a large straw hat with a wide brim and heavy leather gloves. 

"Audrey," Madeline called as she headed for the row where Audrey was working. 

At the sound of Madeline's voice, Audrey's head came up, a wide smile breaking across her face. She waved at Madeline to join her. "Come to help me with the harvest?" 

"I supposed I have." Madeline stopped in front of her. "What are you harvesting?" 

"Leeks and fennel today." Audrey pointed to some tall green fronds. "Fennel, and these are the leeks. Pull them up and put the leeks in this basket and the fennel in the other." 

Madeline obediently bent and pulled up one of the fennel bulbs, shaking the dirt from the roots and putting it in the basket with the others.  

They worked in silence side by side. Madeline stuck to pulling up the fennel since it was easier on her ungloved hands and pulled bulbs until the basket was full.

"Come on," Audrey said when both baskets were full. "Help me carry these back to the house, and I'll get us both a drink." 

"Lead the way." Madeline picked up her basket of fennel. 

The house in question, when it came into sight beyond the fields, was a two-story white farmhouse with a porch that ran along the front and wrapped around the side. 

There was a barn and chicken coops off to the left of the house and a wide lawn between them. 

Audrey pulled open a door at the back of the house instead of going through the front, and they clattered into the kitchen, depositing their baskets on the huge, battered kitchen table. Audrey went to the mudroom at the back of the house, stripped off her gloves, hung up her hat, and pulled off her farm boots, replacing them with a well-worn pair of black embroidered house slippers. 

"So, I'm going to assume you did not actually walk here in order to help me harvest fennel," Audrey said, coming back into the kitchen and opening the refrigerator to retrieve a glass pitcher of tea. She poured them each a glass, then held one out to Madeline.

"No, I came because I wanted to talk to you." Madeline's fingers closed around the smooth, cool length of the glass. "Although I was happy to help." 

Audrey smiled easily. "I told you, you can come by anytime. Oh, that reminds me, I have something for you." She put her glass on the table as she moved through the kitchen and further into the house. 

Madeline sipped her tea and looked around the kitchen. Unlike Victor's, everything here was a little bit old, chipped or scarred. It gave the room a deep sense of use and home, from the potted herbs on the windowsill over the sink to the faded floral curtains and carefully scrubbed stove that was older than Madeline was.

"Here, this is for you." Audrey came back into the kitchen carrying a bundle of cloth that she dropped into Madeline's arms. 

Madeline set her cup on the table and shook out what proved to be a pinafore-style apron. It was a blue green that had washed out with age and use but was still perfectly serviceable if not stylish. 

"If you want it," Audrey said, and Madeline felt her cheeks heat. 

"Thank you." 

Audrey pulled out one of the chairs at that table and sank down, her hand around her glass of iced tea. "Tell me what you wanted to talk about."

"Maybe I just wanted to talk." Madeline pulled out a chair and sat next to her. Her hands lay loosely on the tabletop, and Audrey reached forward and covered one with her own.

"So, talk." Her fingers curled loosely around Madeline's hand, and she turned it over so Madeline's palm was facing up, resting in Audrey's larger one. 

"Did you grow up on this farm?" Madeline asked. Her hand trembled ever so slightly in Audrey's grasp, and she couldn't get it to stop. 

"No," Audrey said. "But this was my grandmother's farm before it was mine. She left it to me." One finger touched Madeline's palm, traced across one of the creases. "I have lived here for a long time. Worked this land, made this house my own."

"Do you sell at the market in town?" 

"No," Audrey said. "One of the neighboring farms is run by a friend of mine. She takes my goods and sells them along with her own. I stay away from town as much as possible."

Her finger stroked along Madeline's palm again, and Madeline shivered.

"My turn to ask a question," Audrey said. "Apple or cherry pie?" 

Madeline blinked. "Cherry." 
"Hmm." Audrey's finger traced a line across her palm again. 
Madeline wanted to defend cherry pie, but she got caught by the beautiful long lines of Audrey's face and the strong hand touching hers. 

"What sorts of stories do you like to write?" Audrey asked, her voice soft, her calloused fingers gentle against Madeline's own. 

Madeline opened her mouth to answer with the usual answer she gave when people asked about her writing, but she really thought about what Audrey had said and hesitated for a long moment. 

"I like writing about girls," she said finally. "Young women finding themselves and finding each other. I want to write about women in love with other women and with themselves and the kind of grief, loss, and pain I've known and every woman like me has known. And I want to write things that are dirty and funny and without fear." She paused. "Probably not all in the same book, though." 

Audrey was watching her, looking truly surprised. She clearly hadn't expected Madeline to answer like that. 

"Obviously, that wasn't what I tried to sell," Madeline said, not liking the brittleness that crept into her voice with every word. "The industry doesn't have room for women like us, much less our stories." 

Audrey's hand squeezed hers tightly for a moment before she let go and rose. "Come, I have something I want to show you." 

Her curiosity roused, Madeline followed her deeper into the house. 

There was a large sunny room at the front of the house that had probably once been the main parlor. It still retained its comfortably worn sofa and armchairs, but tarps had been laid down instead of rugs, and several easels were set up with tables of oil paints and brushes and charcoal. 

"A studio," Madeline breathed. 

"One of them. I have another in the barn that is for woodblock carving and printing, and an old icehouse I've turned into a darkroom for my photography." 

Madeline had only ever just written, and the idea of practicing so many different types of art made her head spin. 

"I'd love to get into metalworking sometime soon," Audrey was saying. "I've been painting and drawing since I was a child, and I still love those things. Printmaking and photography have really been my passion for the last seven years. But I'm starting to feel like I'd like to branch out into more tangible media." 

Madeline knelt to look at a charcoal drawing of a table with long legs stretched out beneath it, crossed at the ankles. It took her a moment to realize they were Audrey's legs under the kitchen table they'd just sat at. There was a painting of a round-faced woman sitting barefoot in the dirt, surrounded by chickens, cradling another chicken in her arms as tenderly as any painting of a mother and child. 

"What do you take photographs of?" Madeline asked. 

"People, animals, plants, the sky. All sorts of things," Audrey said. "There are artists who do just one thing. They work in one medium; they focus on one subject. There is a great deal of beauty and discipline in that, but that's never been me. I want to express art in as many ways as I can. I want to document every part of my life and make them beautiful. I sell some things sometimes, but that's never been the point of this." 

Madeline thought about that, making art for the sake of it, outside of the need to sell and buy and turn that art into a consumable product. It was so very tempting. Particularly now, here in this quiet, beautiful room without the shadow of poverty and hunger. The need to survive dictated that she must sell a book or spend the rest of her life doing demeaning jobs she hated. 

That had been her life for so long, but it seemed so far away now. 

Audrey knelt next to her so they could be eye to eye again. 

They were close enough that their hands almost touched as they rested against the floorboards where sunlight spilled and pooled. Audrey's eyes were like the dark places in the woods sunlight rarely touched, all soft, velvety brown threaded through with gold and secrets.  

"I would like to read your writing," Audrey said. 

Madeline leaned forward and kissed her.

The first kiss was like smoke, barely there, but it still managed to linger against Madeline's skin. 

She pulled just a breath away, then kissed Audrey again, harder this time, with intent. Her free hand came up, brushing aside Audrey's long hair to fit against her jaw. 

Audrey drew in a breath against Madeline's mouth and kissed her back, fierce and wild like a storm, like the roll of thunder before the rain. 

Then Madeline was on her back with Audrey leaning over her, kissing her, guiding Madeline's mouth against her own. 

They moved together, mouth against mouth, chest to chest. Madeline could feel each breath Audrey took, each small noise she made, hungry, possessive, and needy all at once. She moaned in answer, hands clutching at Audrey's shirt, feeling the tantalizing promise of warm soft skin underneath. Audrey's hair was all around them like a wild red curtain with the light shining through it. 

Madeline's heart felt like it would both stop and never cease racing. Her whole body thrummed and ached for the other woman and the way their legs tangled together, mouths and bodies touching, caressing, meeting over and over. 

Audrey's hand settled on Madeline's knee, encircled it, then slid up along Madeline's stockinged leg, pushing her skirt away. Audrey caressed the inside of Madeline's thigh, one fingertip tracing the top edge of her stocking. 

It reminded her of Victor's touch there only just that morning. 

She broke the kiss and put one hand on Audrey's chest, not pulling away but stopping her. "Wait." 

Audrey stilled. "Are you . . . is this all right?" 

"For me it's fine." Madeline leaned up so their faces were close again, lips almost brushing, but she didn't kiss her. "I want you, Audrey, but there is something you need to know. Victor and I are intimate." 

"Ah." Audrey did pull back then, although she didn't push Madeline away or move to get up. "Is he . . . are you . . ." 

Madeline wanted to laugh but held it back. "It's not serious. Nothing like that. I wouldn't have kissed you if it was, but you should know. If it bothers you, I will understand." 

Audrey was watching her face, a quizzical quirk to her lips. "Is that what you want?" she asked after a moment. "To have both of us in your bed, or, more accurately, to be in each of ours, no strings attached?" 

Madeline actually thought about that. She'd not put words to the possibilities before, barely thought of them before yesterday. "I don't know," she said finally, deciding to err on the side of total honesty. "What is between him and me is purely physical, and I'm comfortable with that, but with you . . ." She reached up and touched Audrey's cheek, her fingers tangling in her dark red curls. "It feels different with you." 

"When I saw you in the woods, I thought you were such an ethereal thing," Audrey said, her fingers wrapped loosely around the hand Madeline still held against her cheek. "So fleeting and beautiful." 

The word, beautiful, lodged low in Madeline's chest, a living, powerful thing that she could feel through the entirety of her and made her breath come short. 

"If you don't mind what Victor and I do together, then I'd like you to kiss me again." 

"Hmm," Audrey said, her lips turning up into a small smile, a sharp-edged one that made desire go through Madeline like a knife. 

She was suddenly desperate for Audrey's mouth and hands on her skin. 

"I suppose I can live with having you this way," Audrey said, a dangerous smile stretching wide. She leaned back over Madeline and took her kiss-hungry mouth again. 

Madeline moved up to meet her, let Audrey's mouth plunder hers, Audrey's hands back on her legs sliding up, pushing her dress up too. Audrey's hand caressed her thighs again, but she did not go higher than that, her fingers toying with the fragile skin there making Madeline shiver and squirm. 

"Sit up," Audrey said finally, breathlessly. 

Madeline straightened, her hands going to her glasses. She hesitated, then took them off, setting them aside for safekeeping. 

Without her glasses, the room around them was a soft blur, but Audrey was close enough for Madeline to see her; her cheeks were flushed, her hair falling disheveled around her, her gaze fixed on Madeline.  

"Take off your dress," she said, her voice dark with power and command that went straight through Madeline, settling between her legs and making her ache all over. 

Her fingers went to the buttons of her dress, clumsy in her haste, but she got enough of them undone to pull it over her head. 

It left her just in her underthings, and she had a moment of shyness about the way her camisole lay across her chest. 

"Lovely." The heat and desire in Audrey's expression hadn't faltered, and she reached up to unbutton her own shirt, tugging it out of her trousers with impatient movements. 

She wasn't wearing anything underneath, not a camisole or brassiere. There was just soft skin and small rounded breasts framed by the fall of her shirt.  

Madeline reached out and let her fingertips rest on the warm skin between Audrey's breasts. Not quite daring to touch them yet. 

Audrey's fingers closed around Madeline's chin, tipping her face up and kissing her again, long, slow, and thorough. 

Kissing Audrey was like the promise of a storm at dusk—power, beauty, and chaos not quite seen but felt all the way down to Madeline's bones. She chased that feeling, leaning into her, kissing her back with ever greater need and passion until she couldn't think of anything else except for the feel of Audrey against her, the shape of her mouth, the taste of her, and Audrey's hands on Madeline's body. 

Audrey's mouth pulled away from hers to trail kisses across her jaw and down her neck. Her fingers brushed through Madeline's hair, then trailed down, following the path of her mouth, neck, and shoulders to the dip of Madeline's collarbone. Audrey's mouth lingered there, but her hands slid further across the silky cloth of Madeline's camisole to cup her breasts and trace the outline of a nipple under the cloth. 

When Madeline had touched her own breasts, she'd never found herself particularly sensitive there, but having Audrey touch her was so very different. 

Audrey touched her with gentle desire, and Madeline's entire body reacted to that, her nipples hardening, her breath catching, and a sweet burning fire settling between her legs. She could feel herself wet and aching against her panties and only growing more so with every touch of Audrey's hands across her body. 

She wondered what it would be like to touch Audrey's breasts too, to trail kisses across them, to make Audrey feel as Madeline felt. 

Those thoughts scattered right along with the last of her wits when Audrey's hand traced down her sides, her stomach, then paused at the waistband of her slip.

Audrey drew back to look at her, eyes dark, mouth wet and red from kisses. "May I?" she asked, her voice like smoke. "And if not, tell me where you want me to touch you."

"Yes," Madeline said. "Yes, please. I want you to."

She pulled down her slip with hands that shook until it lodged around her knees, then took Audrey's hand in one of hers, guiding it down between her thighs. She couldn't help but whimper when their joined hands pressed against where she pulsed and ached with need. 

She clutched at Audrey with her free hand, buried her face in the crook of Audrey's neck within the fall of her hair. 

This close, she smelled like wild roses mixed with a richer, earthier scent she couldn't place. 

Particularly as Audrey's fingers hooked around the waistband of her panties and pulled them gently down.

Then Audrey’s hand was on her, and Madeline gasped and choked back a moan mixed with Audrey's shaking intake of breath. 

Audrey’s hand left her for a moment, and there was the sound of a belt being undone and Audrey biting back a soft curse as she undid her trousers. 

Madeline pulled back to see because she needed the see. She watched the way the heavy cloth parted to bare more pale skin so that her gaze could fall down the dip of Audrey's neck, the curve of her breasts, the soft length of her stomach, down the pale slope of a hip and the elegant curve of her sex. 

Everything Madeline had ever wanted. 

Audrey leaned back over again, and Madeline clasped one hand over her mouth to keep in the gasping moan at the first touch of hot, silken skin against her own. Audrey's fingers curled around them both, and Madeline could no longer stifle the sounds she was making, the soft whimpers and cries.

Her head fell back, and Audrey's mouth was on her throat again, kissing and biting as her hand moved over and against them, over and over, drawing them both closer toward their shared pleasure. 

Madeline thought she would die before it was all over, particularly when Audrey's kisses turned to teeth, scraping across her skin, marking her. 

She came in great shuddering gasps that felt like they were wrung out of her very soul and left streaks of molten gold dancing behind her eyelids. 

She heard Audrey cry out sweetly, her body shaking against hers. 

There was a long moment when the room was filled with just their breathing. 

Madeline was suddenly very aware of all the places where they were still touching, how disheveled and sticky she was. 

There was a gnawing feeling inside her, a sudden acute awareness that she'd bared herself too completely too soon in front of the other woman. There was also the fact that Victor was waiting for her back at the house, and that thought made a frantic bird-like panic start in her chest. The memory of his hands on her body smeared into the ghost of Audrey's hands on her, making her stomach lurch. What was she doing? She'd . . . she'd kissed Victor, and now here she was, spread out naked and wanton on Audrey's floor. 

Madeline pushed herself away from Audrey as gently as she could and began straightening her clothes. 

She was going to have to do a great deal of laundry over the next few days. 

Audrey watched her for a moment, still sitting on the floor, her own clothes in total chaos, her hair pushed half into her face. 

She sighed and stood, doing up her trousers and rebuttoning her shirt. 

"Do you regret that?" Audrey's voice was soft, gentle even, but still with that darkness and smoke lingering underneath. 

Madeline's fingers paused from where she'd been buttoning her dress. "Perhaps we should have waited to know each other better," she said, not quite able to meet Audrey's gaze. 

Audrey drew in a long breath halfway between a sigh and the beginning of words but stopped herself. When Madeline managed to glance up at her, Audrey had her lips pressed together in an unhappy line. "Maybe we should have." 

"I'm sorry," Madeline said, feeling as if every word was the wrong one to say. She didn't know how to stop the feelings boiling up through her like steam from an overboiled pot—regret and shame mixing with the sweet memory of Audrey's touch across her entire body. 

She wanted Audrey's hands on her breasts and between her thighs again, but right now every pulse of want tasted bitter on her tongue.  

Audrey shook her head. "It's all right," she said finally. "Go back to Victor." She didn't sound angry but maybe a little bit sad. 
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Chapter 6  
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No matter how she might have felt about either Audrey Coffin or Victor Hollowell, the day she'd spent entangled with both of them was obviously what she'd needed, creatively speaking. 

It was like a dam had burst inside her, and she wrote feverishly for the next few days.. 

She'd spent the walk back from Audrey's farm feeling guilty for having regrets at all, given she'd been so sure she'd wanted that when they'd started and enjoyed it so much when they were doing it. Then in turn, feeling guilty for feeling guilty since she knew perfectly well people were allowed to change their minds about things. 

Her feelings about Audrey were like a tangled ball of string, and she could not even find the end to begin to unravel it. 

Nevertheless, as soon as she'd come back to her room at Hollowell House and laid eyes on her notebook, the story gripped her by the throat and did not let go.  

She wrote feverishly that entire evening, filling up page after page after page. She stopped only to eat the chipped beef on toast, boiled potatoes and carrots, and canned pears in syrup that Victor made them for dinner. 

He cooked like they were still at war, she was finding, but she couldn't be bothered to stop writing long enough to cook dinner herself. 

She wrote until she was squinting through the dark, trying to see the page by the lights filtering from the house onto the porch, where she'd holed herself up. 

Head aching from the strain and fingers cramped from holding the pencil, she finally went to bed and slept like the dead until the sun woke her the next morning. 

She went into the kitchen and fixed coffee, tomato juice, scrambled eggs, and buttered toast.

She left Victor's tray outside his study door and curled up on one of the wicker chairs on the porch, her notebook open on her knees. The writing wasn't quite the frantic flood it had been the day before, but the story still had her in its clutches, the heroine's voice louder in her head than her own and far more insistent. 

She wrote, and when she looked up from the page next, it was past noon. 

There was a liverwurst sandwich and a small bowl of cottage cheese waiting for her in the refrigerator when she finally staggered into the kitchen. Her legs and feet had gone a little numb from sitting with them folded against the wicker for too long.

She took out the sandwich and cottage cheese and ate both along with a fresh apple she found in the crisper, a glass of milk, and a cup of tea brewed extra strong.

Then she went back to writing. 

The writing consumed her for the rest of that day and the next few. 

She'd filled up her notebook by the time she could stop, her head still spinning with the power and intensity of her need to write. 

After she'd filled the final page, she sat and just stared out into the garden. 

It was a pretty day, she noted in what felt like the first time ever.

The days were getting cooler and cooler now, the leaves starting to turn yellow, gold, and orange at the edges. 

She was going to have to go into town and buy another notebook or put in an order for one if that failed. 

Right now, that felt like it would take forever, and she really didn't think she could hold the story inside herself for that long. 

Maybe Victor had a pad of paper she could borrow. 

She got up and went to find him. 

The door to his office was ajar, and when she pushed it open, she found it was empty with no sign that anyone had been in there for quite some time. 

For a moment she blinked at the empty desk, silent typewriter, and cluttered surfaces with no idea where else to look for him. 

She was sure he had a bedroom and probably used the rest of the house, but she had no idea where the first was or where to look for the second. 

Turning on her heel, she went to begin her search. 

It was a short one, as it turned out. 

Halfway through wandering from one downstairs room to another, past unused parlors and the empty dining room, she smelled cigarette smoke coming from out back. 

She headed for the kitchen door and into the yard behind the house that stretched out to the forest beyond. 

It was unused now, although she could imagine people sitting in sun chairs at one point, playing lawn croquet or bocce there. 

It was overgrown. The grass was shin-high and struck through with long sweeps of wildflowers. 

Victor was out there, looking work-tousled as ever with his sleeves rolled up, leaning against the side of the house and smoking a cigarette. 

She paused before she came around the corner, and he saw her.

There was the pale, bared line of his throat, the way his fingers curled around the cigarette, the light kiss of his mouth against the end. The wind ruffled through his curls. 

It felt like it had been years, not days, since she'd looked at another person like that, just for the simple pleasure of taking him in.

She stepped forward finally, and he half turned, smiling slightly as he saw her. 

"Madeline," he said. "Finished your book?"

She tilted her chin up. "No, I just ran out of blank pages in my notebook. And you? Have you finished?" 

"Yes." His smile spread, becoming broader and far more smug. "Yes, I have just finished it, as a matter of fact." He held up the cigarette to show her. “My victory lap." 

She smiled in turn. "Congratulations." 

He nodded, acknowledging this, and drew on the last few puffs of the cigarette end before stubbing it out against the stones of the side of the house. 

"One more down, who knows how many more to go." 

"Hopefully many more," she said, and he made a noncommittal noise. 

She paused for a moment, looking out across the field, the late summer wildflowers just beginning to lose their bloom. 

"Does writing feel overwhelming to you sometimes?" she asked. "All-consuming?"

He considered that, his gaze also straying to the view in front of them. "Sometimes. When I'm lucky." He looked back at her. "Is that how it's felt for you, at least for the last few days?" 

"How it's felt." She turned those words over in her mind for a long moment. "When I was growing up," she said finally, "I used to go to church with my mother. It was a very old church, very traditional New England, with a very old minister who used to preach so many sermons about the Devil and being possessed by the Devil." She considered again for a moment. "That's what writing this book has felt like. Like what I used to imagine being possessed by the Devil must feel like."

She looked back at Victor, who was staring at her with completely undisguised shock. 

Everything inside her froze, and for a long, lurching moment, the only thought in her mind was that she should not have said that. 

Then he laughed. 

The laughter welled up out of him, light and completely unstoppable until he had to lean against the side of the house with both hands on his knees, half bent over from the force of it. 

"God," he said finally, straightening up and wiping away tears. "You're right. Sometimes it does feel exactly like that. I've just never heard anyone say it before." He quieted, although a smile still lingered on his mouth. "I'm glad. That sounds extremely promising."

"Which reminds me—do you have a pad of paper I can borrow?" 

"I do." He nodded and led the way back into the house to his study, where, after a small amount of rummaging, he produced a legal pad and handed it over to her. "Use as much of it as you like." 

"Thank you," she said. "I suppose I'll have to go into town tomorrow and buy a new notebook." 

The smile that had been lingering on his lips since she'd made him laugh finally slid away. "If you think you need to," he said. "But be careful. I never go into town myself if I can help it. You can always use this and send away for a new notebook or even wait and go back into the city for one at some point."

She cocked her head. "Never go into town? But what about food?" 

Indeed, what about food? She'd not thought of shopping since she'd been here; there had been too many other things. 

"I have my groceries delivered," he said. "Meat, produce, butter, and eggs once a week, nonperishables once a month, and milk every other day. The mail is delivered, and the newspaper is delivered, so I only go into town when someone misaddresses a package and I need to pick it up at the post office."

She blinked at him. Do you never leave? was on the tip of her tongue, along with memories of Freddy talking about Victor being lonely and isolated. At the same time, she remembered Audrey saying much the same thing, that she never went into town if she could help it. That someone else sold her produce at the market so Audrey wouldn't have to. 

Clearly, Victor and Audrey knew things Madeline did not. 

"Maybe I'll wait, then," she said. "Thank you for the notepad." 

"Let me know if you want to use the typewriter to type it out," he said. "We can figure out a way to use it in shifts if we have to."

"Thank you." She paused, touched by this small gesture of comradery, even if she wasn't nearly the typist he seemed to be. "Would you mind if I made dinner? I know I haven't the last few nights, but I would like to." 

"Of course. You're a far better cook than I am."

She felt herself warm with the praise and made a mental note to make sure that no matter how easily the writing came, she would not be so overcome by it in the future that she'd forget to cook. It was clearly better for both of them when she was the mistress of the kitchen.  

As if to prove it, she planned liver fried with onions and cream of mushroom gravy over toast, served with mashed potatoes baked with a cheesy center and plenty of breadcrumbs on top, honey glazed carrots, and an apple cobbler for dessert.  

She planted herself in the kitchen and started peeling apples. 

Cooking was almost as all-consuming as writing; she was so enwrapped that she almost dropped her pan when Victor cleared his throat from the doorway. 

She looked around at him, and he held out a long-stemmed glass toward her. "Martini?" 

"I . . ." She put down the pan and wiped her hands on a dishcloth. "Thank you." 

She was still in the old dress she'd put on this morning when she'd been in the grip of writing, and now it was dusted with flour. No jewelry, very little makeup, and she half wished she could escape upstairs and change, but dinner wasn't ready yet.

"Would you like to go and change into something nicer for dinner?" Victor asked as if he could read her mind. 

"Dinner—" she started. 

He nodded toward the stove. "I'll watch it if you want. Otherwise don't bother."

"Thank you." She pulled down the dishcloth and headed for the stairs, leaving her pans and pots under Victor's watchful gaze. 

She washed up as quickly as she could, put on one of her better dresses—navy blue with a flower print—and a pair of pumps, freshened her makeup, and pinned her hair back from her face, all as fast as she could before rushing back downstairs. 

To her relief, the kitchen was not on fire, everything on the stove was still simmering gently away, and Victor was straightening up from checking the carrots and potatoes in the oven. 
He'd opened some of the windows to let a cool breeze in, cutting through the heat of the kitchen.
Both of their martinis waited on the kitchen table, next to the covered dish of apple cobbler.  

"How are the carrots and potatoes?" Madeline asked. 

"The carrots could use a little bit more time," Victor said, setting aside the potholders he'd been using and coming to stand beside her. "That gives us just enough time to finish our drinks before everything is ready." 

Madeline reached for her own glass and took a sip. Martinis had never been her preference, but this was nice, having a drink before dinner, the cool night air blowing through the windows to mix with the heat of the kitchen. 

There was a knock at the front door, so loud and sudden through the quiet house that they both startled and stared at each other for a moment before Victor put down his drink and headed out of the room, his step purposeful. 

Madeline waited, heart beating a little faster, wondering who it could possibly be. They weren't expecting anyone, and Victor clearly did not fraternize with locals. 

She heard Victor's voice pitched too low for her to make out and another voice over his. 

She set aside her glass and headed out toward the hall as well. 

The door was half-open, and Victor stood facing Audrey, tall and elegant in the light from the porch spilling into the hall. 

She was dressed in trousers as ever, but today she also wore a silky cream blouse with a green tweed suit jacket over it.  

Under her arms were a number of books and some cloth, neatly folded. 

The sight of her with her hair spilling over her broad shoulders was like a physical blow. Madeline didn't think she made a noise, but both Victor and Audrey turned toward her. 

For a moment Madeline and Audrey's gazes locked, and Audrey's eyes widened. 

"I didn't mean to intrude," Audrey said, her voice low and sweet like honey across Madeline's skin. "I know it's late, but I was coming back this way and I had these books to return to Victor and this for you." She held the folded square of cloth out, and Madeline realized it was the apron that Audrey had given her the last time they'd seen each other. 

She'd forgotten it in her rush to leave. 

She took a step and reached out for it. 

Their fingers brushed as Audrey handed it over, and Madeline tried to pretend she didn't feel the touch keenly. 

The cloth was light and worn under her own fingers. 

"Thank you," she said.

"Well, now that I've done that, I'll leave you two to your dinner or whatever else you have planned to for tonight." Audrey shoved the books into Victor's arms and started to turn away.

"Wait." 

"We would like to have you stay for dinner." 

Both Victor and Madeline spoke at once, their words tumbling over each other in a rush. 

Madeline closed her mouth, her gaze going to Victor, who nodded at her and turned back to Audrey. 

"Stay," he said. "We were just about to eat, but there's plenty." 

Audrey looked between the two of them. "Are you sure?" 

"Yes," Victor snapped. "Now close the door before I change my mind." 

That made the corners of Audrey's mouth turn up, and she closed the front door. 

"Martini?" Victor asked, tucking the books under his arm. 

"Yes, since you're offering." Audrey stuck her hands into her pockets and trailed behind Madeline to the kitchen. 

"Are you sure this is all right?" Audrey asked when they were alone, her voice dropping a little. "I can still make my excuses if you don't want me here." 

She looked so earnestly concerned, it made Madeline's breath become more painfully around the lump of guilt that lodged in her chest. 

She reached out and put one hand on Audrey's arm. "I want you here," she said. "Truly. I want to know you better. As a person and maybe as a friend if you'd want that. I know . . . I wasn't fair the last time we met. I should have stayed or come to see you later—"

"No," Audrey cut her off. "We made love once, and you ended up having mixed feelings about it. It's not something you have to explain or stay to soothe my feelings over." 

"But it is," Madeline said. "Because I genuinely like you. Just because I felt . . . whatever I felt after, well, it doesn't mean that I don't like you or want to be your friend." 

Victor came back into the kitchen carrying another martini glass, which he handed to Audrey. 

Madeline moved away from the two of them to check on the food. 

She began to transfer food into serving dishes, and Audrey moved forward to help her.

"Here." She pushed the apron into Madeline's hands, and Madeline gladly put it on over her nice dress as Audrey transferred the carrots into a good china bowl. 

They carried the food into the dining room, where Victor had set the table, and arranged themselves around it. 

"So," Audrey said when they were all served. "Is this an every night kind of affair? The nice clothes and martinis before dinner?"  

Victor snorted. "No. We happen to be celebrating tonight." 

"Celebrating?" Audrey rested her chin on her fists and gave him one of her sharp smiles. 
"I sent my book in," Victor said it like it was a challenge.
"Ah," Audrey said. "Another ministry novel? About . . . What was the name of your gentleman detective?" 

"No," Victor said. "This is something new. A horror story. I've been considering a new pen name for it even." 

"So are the mystery sales not what they used to be?" Audrey took a sip of her martini, and Victor glared at her. 

"They're fine." His voice was definitely ice-edged now. "This is a change I wanted to make. I never intended to just write one thing for the rest of my life." 

"Hmm." Audrey seemed all too happy to let that fraught conversation drop, at least for the time being. She turned to Madeline. "Have you been working on your book?" 

They were both looking at her then, and Madeline fought not to squirm under the weight of their combined gazes. 

"I have been for the last few days. The writing has just been so easy, overwhelming even." 

"She's basically done nothing but write for the last four days," Victor said. "Barely eaten or slept, and I didn't see her at all until this afternoon, when she ran out of paper." 

Madeline felt herself blush. At least Victor hadn't recounted her comment about being possessed by the Devil. 

Audrey's gaze lingered on her consideringly. "I'm glad. The story about the girl?"

"Yes," Madeline said. "The story about the girl." 

Audrey nodded, looking satisfied. "Even better." 

They ate the food Madeline had cooked. Everything had come out perfectly, she thought, feeling no small amount of pride at that. She watched Audrey and Victor eat with clear enjoyment and felt the pride grow inside her.  

Even just two weeks ago, it had felt as if she could do nothing right, and now she had created this beautiful meal for two people who had been kind to her to enjoy. She'd written more in the last few days than she'd written in the previous last six months. 

When dinner was over, all three of them brought the dishes into the kitchen. It was a surprisingly easy dance around each other—Victor at the sink and Audrey putting leftovers into the refrigerator while Madeline dried. 

They sat on the porch afterward, enjoying the coolness of the evening. 

Victor had made them more drinks, and the warmth of the gin and vermouth curled around Madeline's senses, making her feel pleasantly light. 

Above them the light hummed softly, attracting moths to it. The wind rustled the leaves of the trees in the yard. 

"Did you walk here?" Victor said finally, setting aside his glass and looking over at Audrey.

She nodded, and he frowned at that.

"By yourself?" 

She flicked her fingers dismissively. "It's fine." 

Victor frowned at her. "Madeline and I will walk you home." 

"There's no need for that." Audrey's expression was hovering somewhere between annoyance and amusement now. 

Victor just shook his head and took their empty martini glasses back into the house. 

Madeline watched Audrey watch him retreat. 

She wanted to say something, but she wasn't sure what. Ask Audrey about her and Victor again because there were obviously things neither of them had told her hovering just under the service. 

Victor came back out, now carrying a very large and slightly intimidating-looking flashlight. 

"We can take the back route." He jerked his head toward the back of the house. 

"This isn't necessary," Audrey said again, but she got up. Madeline, for lack of anything else to do, did as well. 

The three of them trooped out to the field and woods beyond. 

Above, the sky was not quite black but almost, blue shading into the deeper color and painted all over with stars. 

Madeline tipped her head back to admire it, listening to the whisper of the wind through the grass as they walked. 

With her gaze on the sky, she almost tripped over a small stone hidden in the grass, and Audrey's arm shot out to steady her. 

"Thank you." She gave Audrey a smile.

Audrey smiled back. Her hand lingered on Madeline's arm for a moment before starting to fall away. 

Madeline reached out before she could think better of it, catching Audrey's hand. Their fingers tangled together in the dark as they walked, and Audrey did not pull away.

The woods loomed up, all black shapes and shadows before them, but the beam of Victor's flashlight cut through them, creating a path for them between the trees.

Madeline took a deep breath once they were under the trees, savoring the scent of damp earth, fallen needles, and the firs around them. 

She sighed softly to herself, and Audrey made a noise beside her, not quite a laugh but just as warm. 

Victor was a solid, reassuring presence in front of them, his pace even and confident, the light in his hand guiding them on.

The stand was small. They passed through it quickly enough and out into another field, this broken by lines of small trees. 

An orchard, Madeline realized. Perhaps the orchard Victor and Audrey had argued over when they'd first met. 

She walked more carefully now, not wanting to turn her ankle on a fallen apple in the dark, gripping Audrey's hand a little more tightly. Audrey squeezed her hand back. 

Beyond the orchard were the cultivated fields of Audrey's farm, and the three of them could move more quickly then, down a well-worn path between the planted rows, toward Audrey's big old farmhouse, where the porch light glowed golden in the dark. 

Audrey's fingers let go of Madeline's when they drew close to the porch, and she smiled at both of them on the steps. "Well, thank you for walking me home." 

"Thank you for staying for dinner," Madeline said. "I hope you can come again soon." She tried to put as much sincerity behind that as she could. 

"I'd like that." Audrey smiled back at her gently.

They watched until Audrey was safely inside the house, then headed back across the field. 

It had grown truly dark. The blackness seemed to creep up from all around them, pushing in close. Madeline was very aware of the two of them with just the beam from the flashlight to find their way back with. 

Two felt far more vulnerable than three had. 

She told herself not to be silly. 

It was a short walk back to Hollowell House, and there was nothing out here but them. 

Still, she walked closer to Victor than she might otherwise have, trying to watch where she stepped in her impractically high heels. 

He reached out for her, taking her arm in his own. 

They walked in silence for a little while, through the fields and orchards.

Madeline finally said, "What is it between you and Audrey? Sometimes you act as if you two truly don't like each other, but other times . . ." 

She thought about Audrey borrowing Victor's books and Victor insisting on walking her home.  

Victor was silent for a long time, then he sighed. "We were partners for a time, but it was messy and complicated and . . . well."

"Partners?" Madeline felt the weight of the word in her mouth. 

They moved through the trees together, a careful dance in the dark. 

"Lovers," Victor said, sounding . . . she didn't know what he sounded like. 

"Oh." She was suddenly very aware that she'd slept with them both and desperately wished she could see his face.  

"We thought, I don't know, that we could get married." He snorted a laugh. "Husband and wife, except of course that we weren't those people at all. Instead, we went to a good many parties in New York City, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island. Very literary, very queer parties. We did a good number of drugs and slept with far more people than was probably wise and got into more fights and screaming matches than I could count and eventually . . ." 

He stopped.

They were standing in the field now, out under the stars, surrounded by the wind through the grass and the trees. 

"Eventually we came home," he said softly. "But not together." 

"Oh," she said again because that was the only thing she could think to say.

His hand found hers and squeezed. "It's nothing to do with you." To her relief, he didn't sound angry or upset. "You're innocent in all of this, and I probably should have told you all this from the beginning so you knew fully what you were getting into." 

She took a breath. "I think I hurt her," she said instead of all the other thoughts and questions that were jumbled up inside her. "No, I know that I hurt her. I . . . we . . . made love, and I acted . . . no, I did regret it afterward." 

He let go of her hand and rummaged in his pocket. 

For a moment she wasn't sure what he was doing until she saw the pack of cigarettes in the light of the flashlight. 

"I told her we shouldn't have done it." She folded herself down among the long grass, and he sat beside her, the flashlight between them, bathing their little patch of field in light. "I felt vulnerable with her. Not before or while we were together but afterward. She's so . . . and I'm . . ." She didn't know how to articulate the way she'd felt in that moment or put the way Audrey looked at her into words.

She could see the faint outline of his face tipped toward her in the dark.

"Did it feel like that when we were together?" 

"No," she said at once because it hadn't. "But we weren't the same in that way." 

"True," he said, stretching his legs out in front of him. "I'm a man and you're a woman, after all." 

He was silent for a moment, then said more quietly. "But I know what you are talking about. I've felt like that before too. To be intimate with someone and feel not right afterward, too vulnerable and too seen." He took a draw on his cigarette. "I spend so much of my time not being seen. Explaining and quantifying myself." 

"Making myself small and unseen," Madeline said. "Unthreatening and unremarkable." 

"In everything," Victor agreed. "So, to not have to do that to be accepted without a fight, it can be almost painful. Getting what you want and not knowing what to do with it. I am good at being hurt and bad at being loved." 

Madeline stared up at the sky above her and thought about that. It was truer than she would like to admit. 

"Audrey has felt like that too, though," Victor said before finishing off his cigarette and stubbing it out. "Tell her." 

"What about us?" Madeline said before she lost her nerve. "It's not just that she's . . . her, but you and I have been intimate. Shouldn't that be enough?" 

Victor didn't seem to mind what she'd done with Audrey, but Madeline still felt unsettled and ashamed to think of it. She and Victor together should be enough, his mouth and gaze on her, the way he touched her skin. She shouldn't want more than that.

He turned to look at her, all dark lines and shadows in the night. All around them the grass whispered, mingling with the purr and thrum of insects. 

"I think you get to decide what enough is," he said finally. "You're a grown woman, and I can't make your choices for you. No one can, no matter how much the Church or the State might want to. If one lover satisfies you, so be it; if not, then take more. I've never believed it has to be more complicated than that as long as everyone is happy and satisfied." 

Madeline opened her mouth but found she had nothing to say to that and closed it again. It seemed impossible somehow that she could be offered such a bounty without restriction or reservation.  

"If you are asking if it matters to me that you bed Audrey as well, it doesn't, to be clear," Victor added. He stood and stretched, rolling his shoulders back. "Come on. Let's go home." 

He offered Madeline his hand, and she took it. 
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Chapter 7  
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That morning she awoke to rain on the roof. The story still buzzed inside her, in her head and in her bones, but it wasn't as all-consuming as it had been. 

She took her time making Victor and her breakfast. Sat at the dining room table, lingering over her coffee and reading the paper. 

Victor's typewriter was quiet now. He had dragged an armchair to one of the windows and sat looking out at the wet, mist-filled garden, notebook and pencil in hand. 

"Working on the next one?" she asked when she came to get his breakfast tray, the morning paper tucked under one arm in case he wanted to read it next.

"Always." He smiled up at her. 

She couldn't help herself. She bent down and kissed him. 

It was a gentle kiss of greeting or acknowledgment, nothing more. His lips curled into a small smile underneath hers. His hand came up and cupped the back of her neck. The kiss deepened slowly with the slide of lips, the quickening of both of their breaths, the way his grip tightened the tiniest bit. Madeline's own hands clutched at the tray.

She broke the kiss and put the breakfast dishes and newspaper aside, then kissed him again, her hands on either side of his face this time. His own hands encircled her waist, pulling her closer to him so she was standing between his spread legs. 

Excitement shivered through her. Her pleasure was like a banked fire, now being coaxed higher with the warmth of his mouth and firmness of his grip on her. Her hands were shaking with a mixture of excitement and nerves. She breathed a small laugh against his mouth. 

He pulled away just a bit. "What do you want?" he asked, his voice soft and rough-edged. 

Another lesson. She had no idea what she did want for a moment; the possibilities spreading out before her seemed too vest. 

"I want what you want," she said finally, which was not really an answer.

His hands left her waist and tucked under her chin. "You want me to choose because you know I have more experience than you do?" he asked. "Or do you want to do what I say because that would be exciting for you? Do you want me to give you orders or make a choice?"

She was transfixed by the curve of his mouth for a moment and struggled to get her mind back on what was offered. He waited patiently.  

"Both," she said finally. 

"Then get on your knees." 

She sank down onto her knees before him, her dress pooling out around her. 

He cupped her cheeks in his hand, his fingers caressing her skin, tracing her mouth. His thumb pressed against her bottom lip for a moment, and she lowered her eyes and parted her lips ever so slightly. 

"Beautiful girl. I want you to suck my cock." 

She felt the words in every part of her, but they made the pleasure flare between her thighs with enough force to make her groan against his skin. "Yes." 

"Good." He nudged her back enough for him to stand and undo the buckle of his belt. She watched each button as it was undone and the cloth was pushed aside. 

He sat back down and spread his thighs for her. 

He was beautiful of course, bare like this. The want was still very much there, coursing through her like molten gold, but there were the edges of hesitancy bleeding through. 

"I've never done this before." 

"That's all right," he said. "I doubt I'll last no matter what you do." 

She leaned forward, her hands settling on his knees. 

He was swollen and hard with blood under her mouth, hot and a little bit salty. He gasped above her, his hand clamping around the back of her neck although she was sure he'd let her up if she wanted it. 

She didn't want it, though. She closed her eyes and let herself feel. His skin against her mouth, the way he tasted, his musky scent, and the way he moved against her when she sucked him. Glorious and earthly and real. 

She moved against him, her hand sliding up to the curve where his thighs met his body, her mouth moving against him in a slow but steady rhythm. 

Every gasp and soft grunt made ever more need pool inside her. Her whole body was alight with it. She desperately wanted to touch and stroke herself, to find some release along with him, but she didn't want to take her hands off his body. 

She finally did slide her hand across his thigh, then to her own lap, where she pressed the heel of her hand against her pulsing, aching pleasure. 

"Don't," he said, his voice rough and breathless. "I want to see you when you come." 

She gasped, could actually feel herself twitching at the idea of it.

She leaned forward and sucked him with renewed fervor, wanting every sound he made, every taste and pulse of hot skin. She circled him with her tongue and pressed deeper until he made a noise she'd never heard before, his hand tightening on the back of her neck. She did it again and again, leaning forward to press her whole mouth against him. 

He came almost silently, his thighs locking around her, his head tipped back.  

His breathing was coming in long labored gasps when his legs relaxed and his hand dropped away from the back of her neck.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and looked up at him.

He smiled and stroked her face, brushing away a stray curl of hair. "All right," he said. "You can touch yourself now." 

Madeline sat back so she could spread her legs as far as possible while still kneeling on the floor and pushed up her skirts. Her slip felt too tight, the garters under it too complicated. She fumbled through the cloth until she had her slip rucked up too and her panties pulled down enough to release herself. 

She gasped at the feeling of the cool air against her overheated skin. Victor made a soft noise as well, leaning forward in his chair, his eyes hungry on her. She could feel his gaze against her, raking over his skin as she took herself in her hand, touching herself slowly despite her desperation, wanting to draw the moment out. 

Her gaze met his. She watched his throat work as he swallowed, took in the way his hair stuck a little bit to his forehead, the way his hands curled around the arms of the chair. 

She tilted her hips and pushed herself into her hand, watching him watching her. 

His lids lowered, his eyes dark as he watched her hand. 

Then he was sliding off the chair to kneel on the floor in the tangle of their clothes. 

He bent over her, taking her in his mouth again. She could feel the brush of his mouth against her own hand, the wetness and heat of him. The only thing that kept her from reaching out to tangle her fingers in his dark curls was needing that hand to support her and keep her falling back onto the floor. Her arm shook with every drag of his mouth and flick of his tongue, his heat and closeness. The sound of his mouth on her mixed with the small, high noises she made. She bit her lip, trying to keep them in and failing. 

Her pleasure was like sudden rain, breaking across a blue and cloudless sky. Her hips jerked helplessly, and her arm finally gave out, letting her fall to lie boneless across the carpet as he worked her through the storm, his hands on her thighs, his mouth still on her. 

When the last shudder had left her, he drew back and came to lie beside her on the floor. 

"Good?" he asked. 

She smiled up at the ceiling. "Yes." 

He sucked in a long, slow breath of air. "Good." 

They lay there in companionable silence for a few moments before she sat up and began rearranging her clothes.

He eventually got up and put his trousers back on, straightening himself out. "Are you planning on writing again today?" 

"Probably," she said, standing and picking up his breakfast tray. "But I might also take a walk."

He grunted, reaching for his notebook. "All right. Be careful. There's a lot of hidden things in the woods, like holes, caves, and old rock quarries."

She rather hoped there would be. "Sounds like fun." She gave him a bright smile before heading to the kitchen with the tray. 

The rain had let up to an occasional drizzle. That was fine; Madeline didn't mind the rain.

If she was going to go for a walk in the woods in search of holes, caves, and quarries, then she thought she should be dressed sensibly for the occasion. 

She put on her oldest, sturdiest wool skirt and sweater, socks, well-worn boots, and a wool cap before leaving the house. 

She headed in the direction she'd gone the first day she'd been in the woods, down the road to the train station, then off into the forest by the side of the road. 

It was dark under the trees but a little bit drier too. Her boots made a muffled crunch through the leaves, sticks, pine needles, and moss that carpeted the ground. This time she did not need to pick her way through carefully, on the lookout for rocks. It would take quite a large roadblock for her to turn her heel now. 

She was still watchful, though, partly because it really would be unfortunate to step into a hole. Partly also because she just enjoyed watching the forest, the way the undergrowth moved and rustled as small animals moved through it and the wind blew the branches above her head, revealing and then obscuring small slices of sky. 

A tiny toad hopped out of her way, and Madeline paused to let it pass. 

She was close to where she'd met Audrey for the first time. Her gaze searched for the bright splash of orange and gold of the chanterelles Audrey had picked. Perhaps it was too late in the year for them; her untrained eye couldn't pick any out.

Still, she continued on, watching the forest around her as she moved deeper and deeper into it. 

She wondered what Audrey was doing now. Was she harvesting vegetables or taking care of the animals? Or was she in one of her studios working on a painting or a piece of art? 

Madeline wished Audrey was here with her in the woods, enjoying the cool wet air and the smell of leaves, dirt, and fresh rain. Audrey knew these woods so well. There would undoubtedly be many things she could teach Madeline about them, and not just where all the best holes and caves were either. 

Without really meaning to, she found herself drifting back, walking a diagonal path toward where she knew Audrey's farm was. 

She tried to go slow, enjoy the nice walk she'd come out here for, but eventually the trees gave way to fields, and beyond them, she could make out Audrey's barn and farmhouse. 

Madeline stepped out from under the trees and into the long grass of the first of Audrey's fields, then she paused for a long moment. 

She had no idea if Audrey would welcome a visit from her, all things considered, or if she even wanted to visit Audrey right now. She could turn around and walk back the way she'd come. Take a long stroll through the woods, then go back to the house and get some writing done. 

It would be a nice and simple day, and she would not have to risk feeling any emotions she didn't understand.

Her hands balled into fists at her sides, and she resolutely took several steps forward, then kept walking through the fields and toward Audrey's house. 

She did not let herself think fully about what she was doing until she'd mounted the porch and had banged her fist on the door. 

Nothing happened. Madeline let out a breath. 

Maybe Audrey was in town or working in the barn. It was foolish of her to think she could come here any day, any time and Audrey would be ready to drop everything and talk with her. 

She knocked on the door one more time just to make sure. 

There was the sound of footsteps, then the door was pulled open. She and Audrey blinked at each other through the porch screen door. 

"Hello," Audrey said finally. She was dressed in high-waisted trousers and a sky-blue button-up cotton blouse with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows and a kitchen apron tied around her waist. 

"Hello," Madeline said back. "I was walking in the woods and I thought . . . but if this is a bad time, I can come back later." 

"It's not a bad time if you don't mind making preserves," Audrey said, pushing the screen door open. "Come in." 

Madeline followed Audrey through to the kitchen, where a giant canning pot was on the stove along with numerous smaller pots bubbling away around it. 

The kitchen was full of the smell of cooking apples with plenty of spices. 

"What are you making?" Madeline asked. 

"Apple butter, pickled beets, and mulled pears today." 

"Lovely." Madeline bent over the stove, her face bathed in sweet-smelling steam from the apple butter. 

"Would you like to help?" Audrey asked as Madeline turned back to her. 

"All right." 

Audrey handed her a paring knife and nodded to the basket of pears on the table. "Could you peel some pears while I mull the wine? I think we can fit three to a jar." 

Madeline took the knife and settled at the kitchen table, reaching for the first pear. 

The knife bit into the skin, and Madeline watched it twist and curl through her fingers as she unraveled it from around the glistening body of the pear, her fingers sticky with juice. 

Audrey had already lined up the jars with metal locks on them, all ready for the freshly peeled pears. Madeline finished one and nestled it into the jar before starting on the next. Audrey had been right; three fit perfectly in the jar. 

"So, how is the writing going?" Audrey asked from the stove, where she was stirring a pot of spiced wine with a wooden spoon. 

"It's going all right." Madeline let another pear peel fall from between her fingers. "Not as well as it was, but still . . . I think I'm going to be able to finish this one." 

Audrey made a soft, approving humming noise. 

Madeline watched the long, tall line of her back, where she'd pulled her thick red curls away from her face and pinned them at the nape of her neck. 

"After we walked you home, Victor told me you and he had been a couple." 

Audrey didn't reply. Instead, she took the pot off the stove and carried it over to the table to fill the jars with pears the rest of the way with mulled wine. She wiped the rim of each jar with a kitchen cloth and snapped the tops closed.  

"We were," she said finally. "A long time ago." 

"He said you were both involved in the literary scene in New York City." Madeline watched the pears now submerged in dark red wine, admiring the way the light caught the deep, shining colors. 

Audrey snorted. "He was involved in the literary scene. His star was on the rise then. He was a bestselling mystery writer with ambitions of writing a ‘real book.’ Something not genre fiction. He did a lot of cultivating friendships with famous authors, editors, agents. A lot of spending the money he'd inherited from his grandmother on fancy dinners and expensive booze. We went to a lot of parties, did a lot of stupid things. There is a certain way the game is played." 

Madeline swallowed. She knew that all too well. "Particularly for women like us." 

Audrey's gaze fell on her. "Yes. As a rich older man's artistic muse or a successful woman's sexual experiment. I'm not saying it doesn't work for some, but I was completely unsuited for it. You must be oh-so-charming, so feminine, and so ready to spread your legs for them and some of their friends too. You can't have your own ambitions, your own life, and you can't make your own art."

Madeline's fingers curled hard around the handle of her knife. "I know." 

Audrey sighed. "Of course you do. And look at me." She gestured down at herself in her practical work clothes and stained apron. "I'm not anyone's muse." 

Which Madeline thought was very wrong. 

"Not that we didn't have genuinely good times or make some good friends," Audrey continued. "But overall, that's not a game either Victor or I could ever win, and when we realized that, we came back here." 

"But not together?" Madeline asked. 

"There wasn't really a together for us anymore, I think." 

She turned back to the stove and began pulling sterilized jars out of the canning pot with a long pair of tongs while Madeline scraped the pear peels into the pail of scrapes by the table. 

Madeline watched Audrey move jars and a pot of jar lids onto the table before Audrey thrust a kitchen cloth at her. 

"I'll fill the jars with apple butter. You wipe down the rim and put the lid on."

Madeline nodded and took the cloth. 

For the next few minutes, they worked together easily, the room filling with even more apple-scented steam. 

When the jars of apple butter were back in the canning pot, Audrey wiped off her hands and came to sit across from Madeline at the kitchen table. 

"I'm glad you're here," she said. "Victor has been lonely, I think." 

"That's what Freddy said." Madeline braided her fingers in her lap under the table. She thought of the sex they'd had that morning and the time before that. "I'm glad I'm here too." She said without blushing. "I think it has been good for both of us." 

Audrey nodded, and Madeline took a breath to steady herself. 

"I know I already apologized," she said. "But I wanted to say . . ." She hesitated, thinking of the conversation she'd had with Victor that night in the field. "Victor told me that he was 'very good at being hurt but bad at being loved,' and I think that's true for me as well. Not that I think you love me." Now she was blushing. "But I've spent so much of my life not being seen or wanted or treated well that when Victor came along, and then you, it was all too much." She gazed up at Audrey, her dark forest eyes and burning hair. "And you are so beautiful and confident. Sometimes I don't feel like as good a woman as you." 

Audrey opened her mouth, and Madeline held up a hand, plowing on over what she was sure was Audrey's protest. 

"I know. Intellectually, I know that I am just as good as you, just as fully a woman as you, but knowing something and what your body feels are two different things. So that's my explanation." 

"You don't owe me an explanation," Audrey said. 

Madeline shook her head. "I do, though. You deserve honesty and to not be abandoned without a full explanation, just as much as I do." 

Audrey looked at her for a long moment, then she stood suddenly enough for her chair to scrape across the scarred wooden kitchen floor. 

She took several quick steps forward, and her arms closed around Madeline, warm and a little bit clumsy as she hugged Madeline tight. 

This close, her hair and shirt smelled like cinnamon, cloves, and wood smoke. Madeline closed her eyes and buried her face in it. 

"I'm glad you are here with us, Victor and me," Audrey said over the top of Madeline's head. "I am so glad." 

Madeline leaned her cheek against Audrey's shoulder. Her body was shaking, a soft trembling that filled her up like the waves of a lake, and it took her a few seconds to realize she was weeping. 

Audrey held her, rocking her just a little bit as Madeline cried from the hard, scarred-over place inside of her made of pain, fear, and shame. Crying for her failed career in New York City, for the rejected books and stories she hadn't written because she'd thought they wouldn't be good enough. Crying for all the times people had looked at her with hungry, predatory eyes and the times they hadn't looked at all. For all the small humiliations and larger terrors she'd had to silently swallow, the ways her heart had been broken over and over. 

She cried in the way she used to cry alone in her tiny cockroach-infested apartment. Now, though, she was in Audrey's warm kitchen, surrounded by the smell of cooking apples and spiced wine and Audrey's arms tightly around her. 

She clung to Audrey and let herself cry. 

When Audrey had to pull away and jump up to rescue the apple butter from the canning pot, Madeline fished her handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her face. 

"I was wondering," she said, "if you could show me the woods at some point. Victor tells me there are caves and rock quarries out there."

Audrey let out a surprised laugh and turned back, wiping her hands on her apron. "I would be happy to. We should go for a hike, even. I have canning and work around the farm to do today, but tomorrow maybe." 

Madeline hadn't expected Audrey to want to do it so soon, but she was hardly complaining. "Thank you."

"Weather permitting, of course," Audrey added. "I think it's supposed to rain off and on for the next week. I wish we'd have a longer period of dry weather, when I could get all my fall crops harvested and the beds turned over for winter without having to work in the rain." 

"Would you like help?" Madeline asked, even though she knew less than nothing about farming. "I could help you harvest if you'd like." 

Audrey gave her a vaguely dubious look, probably thinking of Madeline's skinny arms. "We'll see, but thank you for offering to help." 

Madeline tucked her sodden handkerchief back into her pocket. She felt rung out, her whole body heavy and listless from the crying. "I should . . . leave you to your canning." 

"You can stay if you want," Audrey said. "Here, let me make you a cup of tea." 

Madeline’s protests were waved aside as Audrey filled the kettle and put it on the stove. She bustled out of the kitchen and came back with a wooden carton of beets, which she set on the table. 

With nothing else to do, Madeline reached for the paring knife and one of the beets. 

They were small, rough on the outside but soft underneath the skin, a dark blood red that stained her fingers pink. 

There was a small pile of beet skins in front of her by the time Audrey put a steaming cup of tea onto the table. She sat at the other end of the table and reached for a beet too. 

They peeled with quietness between them, and Madeline sipped her tea, leaving red streaks across the china where her fingers touched. 

Outside it had started to rain gently, a quiet tap against the window glass. 

Audrey sliced onions, and Madeline stuffed jars with the small beets, dried sage leaves, and onion slices. 

There was a simple and beautiful joy to doing this, to feel the prick of the hot vinegar-brine in her nose and watch each jar fill to cover the herbs and vegetables. 

She wiped the edge of each jar with great care and watched as Audrey bent to fit each lid. 

By the time the pickled beets were done, cooling beside perfectly canned jars of apple butter and steeping pears in mulled wine, the rain had passed. 

She stepped from Audrey's warm refrigerant kitchen into the now-sunny world to begin her walk back to Hollowell House. 
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Chapter 8
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She had been on the porch again, curled in a wicker chair with the pad of paper Victor had given her in her lap when the knock came at the door. 

Madeline set her pad aside and hurried to answer it. 

Audrey was on the other side, dressed in heavy wool trousers, a very practical-looking cotton blouse, sturdy wool jacket, and boots. Her hair was pulled back and partly hidden under a kerchief.  

Her expression became more hesitant when she saw Madeline in one of the older dresses she usually wore around the house. 

"You said you wanted to go hiking in the woods?" 

"Oh yes, of course. I got distracted by writing," Madeline said, feeling slightly caught off guard. She really had lost track of the time. "Do you mind waiting while I change?" 

"Of course not." Audrey stepped into the hall, and Madeline rushed up the stairs to her room. There she pulled out her oldest, sturdiest skirt and blouse, socks, and boots and managed to get everything on straight before clattering back down the stairs. 

"I made lunch for us too." Madeline had a very small knapsack in army green canvas that she'd owned since she'd been a child. She opened it as she hustled into the kitchen and pulled the lunch she'd prepared for them out of the fridge, storing it in the knapsack. 

"Finally ready?" Audrey asked when Madeline came back into the front hall. Her mouth was turned up in an amused smile that softened her words.

"Yes." Madeline smiled at her, then headed out of the house and down the path. 

Instead of back down the road, Audrey led them around the house to the field behind it and toward the small stand of trees beyond that.

After that, they moved through a small field at a diagonal path to enter a stretch of forest Madeline had never seen before.  

"Have you done a lot of hiking?" Audrey asked.

"Not in a very long time," Madeline said. "Not since I moved to New York City and sometime before that, but when I was a child, I used to practically live in the woods. There was no hole, stream, or rock I didn't know." 

Audrey hummed softly, weaving their path between the trees. 

"I understand that. I've always loved it here since back when I was young and the farm was still my grandmother's. Watch your step." 

The ground had dropped off to their left, where a small stream had been fattened by the rains, washing out the earth all around it and leaving tree roots in a tangled mess of stones and empty air. 

They carefully picked their way around it. 

"There aren't any truly deep caves here," Audrey said, “but there are smaller ones. When I was young, I crawled into a fair number of them, but an adult wouldn't fit into most."

"Victor talks as if the forest is a death trap," Madeline said. 

Audrey snorted. "Victor thinks most things outside the house are a death trap, particularly nature. Victor likes nature when it's safely on the other side of a pane of glass from him. Be careful of the stinging nettle." 

Madeline saw the tall nettle plants growing in a patch of sun and gave them a wide berth as they continued on. 

"I should have brought gloves," Audrey said as they passed by the patch. "I'm getting low on nettle." 

"What do you use it for?" Madeline couldn't imagine what use a plant that stung all over could be. 

"You can dry the leaves and make tea," Audrey said. "It's good for strengthening against chronic ill digestion. The fresh leaves can help heal burns as well. It's always worth knowing where it is, both to protect yourself against it and to use it. See there?" She pointed to a large bush plant growing where the trees had thinned somewhat, the branches heavy with long dark red spears. "Sumac. Soak the berries in water to make an iced tea. And here—" She steered them across the forest floor toward where the trees were further apart and the sun shone through more strongly. She approached a bush and lifted a cluster of small dark fruit attached to a branch. The berries were like dark jewels in the sun. Audrey pulled a few free and handed them to Madeline. "Wild grapes." 

Madeline took one and, with a little hesitation, put it into her mouth. It was tarter than she'd been expecting but also sweet. Its flavor perfumed her mouth as she chewed it. 

"Good for jellies," Audrey said, eating a few herself. She offered the rest to Madeline, who took them. 

Madeline popped another into her mouth and savored the flavor as she followed after Audrey, who led them deeper into the woods. 

There was the sound of water up ahead, then they reached a point where the land dropped off into rocks and the twisted limbs of trees leading down to a much larger stream than they'd come across so far. 

Most of the streams had been narrow enough that Madeline could have jumped across them if she'd had to and had been wearing trousers. This one would definitely need to be waded across, though. 

There were some fallen trees within sight of the stream, one large and old and moss-covered but still sturdy enough.  

Madeline hoisted herself up on one, and Audrey came to sit beside her as well. Pulling the knapsack from her shoulder, she opened it and carefully unpacked the bread-and-butter sandwiches wrapped in wax paper, hard-boiled eggs, carrot matchsticks, and a thermos of tomato soup she'd packed for them with a roll of vanilla wafers for dessert. 

Audrey held the tin cups while Madeline poured soup for both of them. 

Madeline laid the rest of the food out on the knapsack between the two of them and set the thermos aside, taking her cup of steaming soup.

Around them were the sounds of the forest and the rush of water across stones.

Audrey carefully redirected a spider that had become too curious about their lunch and reached for one of the halves of bread-and-butter sandwiches. 

"I love it out here," Madeline said. She let her legs swing a little where they hung several inches from the ground. Her soup was still plenty hot and savory on her tongue as she took a sip. 

"Being out here makes me feel free in a way I don't feel when I'm anywhere else." 

Audrey made a soft noise of agreement, her gaze sweeping across the forest and creek with trees beyond it. 

"That's one of the reasons I came back here. One of the reasons I wanted to work the land after my grandmother died when there were many people who advised me to sell the farm as soon as I could. I love the earth, the forests, the animals that live here, and the plants that grow here." 

"When I was young, I used to read fairy tales, but I never wanted to be the princess," Madeline said. "I always wanted to be the enchantress of the woods—beautiful, powerful, and wild."

The enchantress or witch never had to marry a prince in the stories, and that was something Madeline had never been able to imagine for herself. Imagining herself as a beautiful woman had been one thing—that dream had never been far from her mind—but one who was loved and fought for? That was something she'd never been able to fathom even then.

"That's what I thought of when I saw you for the first time," Madeline said. "That you looked like a queen and this was your forest." 

Audrey smiled at that. "And you," she said, her voice low and soft between them. "I could see you in a fairy tale as well." She reached out and cupped the side of Madeline's face. "The princess who runs away to the magic forest to live out her days in the wild, enthroned in her own power."  

Madeline laughed, but she also leaned into the touch. "Me? A princess?"

"Hmm, yes." Audrey leaned closer still. "A princess who has been hurt but nevertheless knows herself too well to be a pawn in anyone's game." 

"And what happens when she meets the queen of the woods?" Madeline asked, heart beating faster now.

Audrey didn't answer, but her smile did become wider and sharper until it was like a tapered nail trailed across Madeline's skin. 

Slowly, she leaned forward and kissed Madeline. 

For a fragile moment, it was just the touch of a mouth against hers, then Audrey shifted forward the tiniest of fractions. Audrey’s mouth became hard against hers, demanding and controlling in all the ways that shivered through Madeline, lodging directly between her thighs. Excitement mixed with heat, making her stomach flip and her legs tremble. She kissed Audrey back, parting her lips to those fierce kisses and letting Audrey push deeper, take more control, take more of her. 

All too soon, Audrey was pulling away. Her cheeks were flushed now, her mouth red from how hard she'd been kissing Madeline. Just looking at it made Madeline want, hot and melting to the very center of her sex. 

God, Audrey was so attractive, it was truly unfair. 

She bit her lip, feeling like she was going to explode or maybe spontaneously combust. Her own cheeks must be beet red; they certainly felt hot enough. 

Audrey gave a small, awkward laugh and looked away from Madeline. When she looked back, she was smiling ruefully.

"Sorry," she said. "I got more carried away than I was expecting." 

"Don't be," Madeline said. "I liked it." 

She finished her soup and sandwich, trying to not watch Audrey's mouth, the long line of her throat, the slant of her jaw in profile. 

The sunlight spilled through the trees and caught the dark fire in Audrey's hair, causing longing to mix with need inside of Madeline, an ache banking the fire somewhat. 

After they'd eaten, she repacked her knapsack and they walked to the water's edge, surveying the expanse. 

It was neither fast nor deep here, but there was no dry way to get across. 

Audrey sat again, unlaced her boots, and pulled off her socks. Madeline did as well, tying the laces together and slinging them over her shoulder. 

The water was cold when she stepped out into it, grateful for the large rocks that kept her feet away from the mud at the creek bed and God knew what that lived in it. 

The rocks were slick, though. She held out her arms for balance, moving her feet as slowly and carefully as possible, her toes curling against wet stone as if trying to cling on. 

Audrey was right behind her, moving just as slow. 

They'd reached the middle when Madeline felt the pull of the current against her ankles, stronger than she'd expected.

Her foot slipped, her arms pinwheeling for a split second before Audrey’s arms locked around her. Her body collided with Audrey's hard, and they both slipped from the rock they'd been standing on. 

Madeline had a moment to fear that they would both fall. Her stomach flipped over in fear of hitting jagged rock, but even though they swung around and lurched together, they did not fall. 

They came to a stop, still upright, still locked together, both breathing hard. Audrey's arms were still around her, and her breath was hot against Madeline's ear. Madeline's back was pressed against the hard line of Audrey's body. 

She let herself relax back into her a little bit as her heart rate slowed again. She let out a shaking breath. "I'm all right. We're all right." 

Audrey laughed a little shakily too. "So we are." 

She let go of Madeline, her movements slow and careful still. 

Madeline took a moment to compose herself, then started forward once more. They made it to the other side of the creek without incident. 

Once out of the water, they both collapsed onto the ground to put their boots on and rest. 

Madeline flopped back, looking up at the blue sky laced over with the branches of trees above her. "That was the most exhilarating thing I've done in a while." 

"I'm caught between being appalled your bar for entertainment is low enough that you find wading across a stream titillating," Audrey said from beside her, "or being appalled that you're not more concerned about the real harm that could have happened if you actually had fallen." She lay down beside Madeline. "Shall I ask Victor to teach you to ride a motorbike? If you crave excitement." 

"Victor knows how to ride a motorbike?" Madeline asked, not able to keep the shock from her voice. 

Audrey just smiled. "He does. He owns one, along with a perfectly good car he almost never uses. Provided either work anymore." 

"I'd like to learn to ride a motorbike." 

Audrey laughed. "I'm sure you would." Audrey pushed herself up and bent over Madeline, her hair and skin dappled in the sunlight.

Audrey's fingers encircled Madeline's wrist, a light touch that still made Madeline shiver. 

Madeline knew she could draw away and Audrey would understand. Madeline knew too, deep into her bones, that if she did, Audrey would not reach for her again, wouldn't kiss her with the afternoon sun in her hair. 

Here was the bounty spread out between them, as lush and deep as the forest around them and ripe for the taking.

Madeline reached up with her free hand and wrapped her arm around Audrey's shoulders. She pulled her down and kissed her, slowly and thoroughly enough to make her toes curl and her heart hammer. 

Their bodies were pressed together, legs tangled, chests pressed close. Madeline could feel Audrey's breasts against hers, could feel the rise and fall of Audrey's chest as she breathed. 

Audrey's hand left Madeline's wrist and sunk into her hair, her nails pressed against her scalp just enough to make Madeline groan into Audrey's mouth, shifting her hips underneath her. Everything inside her yearned for Audrey—her touch, her scent, the feel of her mouth and her hands. 

They pulled away from each other finally.

Audrey sighed softly, leaning down to press her face against the crook of Madeline's neck, just breathing there for several seconds. Madeline was very aware of the brush of her lips, the heat of her breath, and the way they were still pressed close together. 

Audrey rolled away and lay on her back for a long moment before climbing to her feet. 

"We should be getting back. I don't think we will have to wade across the stream again. We can walk up it instead, and we should end up close to my land that way." 

Madeline scrambled up. “If you want to." 

She followed after Audrey, who started off up the creek bed toward the edge of the forest. Now if she only knew where they were going, in more ways than one. 
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Chapter 9 
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Madeline woke one morning with a pain in her head so intense she could barely see. The sunlight was blinding, a full attack on her person. She managed to stagger to the bathroom and throw up what small amount she had in her stomach before going back to the bedroom and closing all the drapes as tightly as possible. She collapsed once again into bed and buried her face in the pillows, floating in a haze of almost unbelievable pain. 

Eventually, the door creaked open and brought with it a crack of early morning light that still made her groan pitifully and press herself deeper into the dark, soft comfort of her bed. 

The mattress dipped, and Victor said, "Madeline? Are you unwell?" 

"Headache," she managed to croak out. "It's bad." 

His hand rested on her shoulder gently, then he got up again and left her to the darkness and pain.

All too soon he was back, pressing tablets into her hand with a cool glass of water. 

"Take these," he said, his voice low. "And drink all the water." 

She did both under his watchful gaze, then drifted off into a blissful sleep where at least there was no pain. 

When she woke, the pain was still a hammer against the inside of her skull. There was a new glass of water on the bedside table and a cup of tea gone lukewarm. 

She drank both, then curled herself into the smallest ball possible and endured. 

She didn't know how long it lasted. 

The pain ebbed and flowed through her. Sometimes she slept, and when she woke, the cups and glasses were replaced with new ones with more water, tea, and at one point, a bowl of chicken noodle soup she could only take sips of. 

She slept, and when she woke, she did feel a tiny bit better. Better enough to get up and find her dressing gown in the dark before going to the bathroom to relieve herself. 

Any hint of light still caused pain, but it was a dull pounding ache now, not the bright, sudden agony she'd been experiencing. 

From downstairs, she heard muffled voices. A higher one she assumed was Victor's and another. 

She paused in the hall by the staircase, trying to make out words.

"No," Victor said. "She's ill, she's been in bed with a terrible headache for the last twenty-four hours." 

"I'm sorry to hear that," the second voice said, all honey, old wood, and smoke, which would only belong to Audrey. "I have some things that work well on pain. I'll bring them next time." 

"I've been giving her some medication, and she's been sleeping a lot," Victor said. 

There was a long pause when neither said anything. 

For a moment Madeline wondered if she should go down, but she didn't really want to see either of them right now. Not unbathed and in her nightgown after over a full day of vomiting and cold sweats. 

Instead, she pulled her dressing gown more firmly around herself and stayed where she was.

"Did you read it?" Victor asked suddenly from below her, his voice cutting through the silence.

"I did," Audrey said.

"And?" 

There was another long pause. "I liked it," she said finally. "It was beautiful. You're excellent at writing mystery novels, but your horror has always been better. I'm glad you've finally started publishing it." 

"It took me long enough to convince my editor of that," Victor said, but he sounded pleased. "The mysteries sell." 

"I know," Audrey said. "But you don't love them the way you love the horror." 

"My editor wants me to publish it under a woman's name," Victor said, his voice going low so that Madeline had to strain to hear it now. "And in a way, I understand that. The main character is a woman of sorts." 

"Of sorts," Audrey repeated. "What do you think of that idea?" 

"I hate it." 

When Madeline shifted, she could see down the stairs to a sliver of them. 

Victor leaning against the post at the foot of the staircase, his hands in his pockets. Audrey was in one of her old tweed suits again, her arms crossed over her chest. 

"But I don't think I'll be able to convince them to publish it under a male one. The best I can hope for is something nondescript. Initials maybe. To be coy with it."

Seemingly on impulse, Audrey reached forward, her hand coming up toward Victor's face, but she stopped just short of touching him. 
"I want more for you than that," she said, her voice low.
He shook his head. "They're right; people will read this book as being about a woman, which means women are the most likely to buy it, which means they will be more likely to pick it up with a woman's name on the cover, or at least one they can read as such." 

"Not everyone will read it as such." 

Even from a distance, it was obvious Victor's shoulders tensed at this. "The readers my publishers care about will, and I'm not jeopardizing making the switch from mystery to horror because I was precious about the name on the cover. I'll do the initials. It will be fine." 

"More games," Audrey said, her disapproval evident in the lines of her body and the tone of her voice. 

Victor laughed. "More politics. Not something you were ever good at."

"No." Audrey drew in a breath. "So, I'll bring something to soothe all our pain this evening." 

She turned away, and Madeline stepped back from the top of the stairs and made her way back to her bedroom at the end of the darkened hall. 

There were tiny slivers of watery light coming from between her drapes as she crawled back into bed. 

She slept again as soon as her head touched the pillow. 

Once or twice, she woke to Victor coming in with more tablets or more soup. 

This time she ate all the soup and took the tablets and slept more restfully than she had since the whole ordeal had started. 

When she woke, she still felt strange, her body heavy and weak, her head cottony and clouded, but the pain was only a tiny flickering flame at the back of her mind. 

She stood and went to the bathroom again, showered, brushed her teeth, and went back to her bedroom to find herself some actual clothes to put on. 

She didn't have much patience or will for makeup or even stockings, but she did manage to put on clean underthings and one of her most comfortable dresses and brush her hair. Slipping her feet into house slippers, she shuffled downstairs. 

Victor was in his study with the door open, lying across the couch and reading a book.

He looked up when she appeared like a ghost in the doorway. "Ah, are you feeling better?" 

"Yes, thank you." She rubbed her hand across her face. "Just tired now, worn out." 

He smiled in an understanding way. "Pain will do that. Are you up for dinner?" 

"I'm not sure about cooking—" 

He shook his head, cutting her off. "God no. I'm not asking you to cook! I'll cook, you just tell me what you want to eat." 

She thought about it. "Popcorn?" 

He laughed. "We need to eat more than just popcorn. I'll think of something. Don't worry about it."

They ended up eating chicken pot pie with the more economical toasted bread cubes on top instead of the pastry Madeline remembered from her childhood and a vegetable hash on the side. 

Madeline was just happy it wasn't soup. 

They ate quietly together, and Madeline let Victor take care of the dishes along with the cooking. 

She sat on the porch, curled into the corner of a wicker loveseat, surrounded by the potted plants, listening to the wind rustle the leaves of the trees in the garden, watching the sun slowly sink in the sky. 

There was the bang of the kitchen door opening and shutting, and Madeline turned toward the doorway of the porch, not surprised to see Audrey standing there. "Hi." 

"Hello yourself." Audrey came to sit next to her on the loveseat. "How are you feeling? Victor said you were in bed with a headache for the last day or so." 

"I was." Madeline dragged in a long breath, not quite a sigh. "It happens sometimes, the debilitating headaches. Every few months or so." 

The headaches used to mean at least a day of missed work and the risk of losing her job. She was so immensely grateful that this was no longer the case. 

"Have you ever gone to a doctor about it?" Audrey asked. 

"I have." Madeline wrapped her arms around herself. "But they never believe me. One doctor told me straight out that he couldn't trust that my complaints were valid because 'I obviously had the type of personality that craved attention.’" 

She could still remember the way he'd looked at her, even though she'd used the other name and worn a suit. 

He hadn't said the words, but he hadn't needed to; they'd been in his eyes, the curl of his lips, and the way his hands had touched her body.

Audrey's own hand landed on her shoulder, a warm and steady pressure. 

"Well, I brought some things for you." She pulled a tiny glass bottle from her pocket. "This is a herbal tincture to be taken with water either when you have a mild headache or you think you might get one. It'll help relax and soothe you. Not as good as pain tablets, but it should help." She put the glass jar on the table and reached back into her pocket. She pulled out a tiny box, an image of a mermaid made out of inlaid pieces of mother of pearl decorating the top, and a small stack of cigarette papers. "And as for herbal medication, this is weed. It'll help with your pain and be fun for Victor and me."

Victor came out onto the porch with several large bowls of popcorn as Madeline began rolling. 

He handed one to Madeline and set the other on the table before settling into his own wicker chair. 

"Should I even ask where you got that?" 

Audrey grinned at him. "I have my methods." 

Victor raised his eyebrows at her although he was smiling too. "I know." He looked at Madeline. "Have you smoked before?"

She wet her lips. She had been to parties where weed had been the least of the drugs being offered, but she'd never taken any of them. She'd been terrified of losing even a little bit of control around people she certainly did not trust.  

"No." 

His gaze gentled. "You don't have to, but Audrey's right; it will help with your pain." 

"Here." Audrey finished rolling the cigarette, lit it, and took a drag before handing it carefully to Madeline. "Just like you would with a cigarette." 

Madeline had only smoked an entire cigarette once before, but it was hardly the hardest thing in the world. She took a drag. The smoke burnt through her like fire as her body struggled against it for a second, then it was all right, and she exhaled slowly. 

"Like a natural," Audrey said, smiling broadly as Madeline passed it back to her.

Victor reached for the other cigarette she'd rolled and lit it, taking his own drag. 

Madeline ate a handful of popcorn, surprised to find Victor had dressed it with butter instead of just a sprinkle of salt. It was better that way, rich and decadent. She ate another handful. 

Audrey passed her back the cigarette, and Madeline took it gladly this time. 

They'd been right, she could feel the last of the pain receding as she drew in the smoke, her body relaxing gently into her seat. 

"Are you planning on smoking that entire thing yourself?" Audrey asked Victor, who was still occupied with the second cigarette.  

"That's the plan." Victor slid lower in his chair, stretching his legs out in front of him as far as they would go and crossing them at the ankles. He exhaled a long plume of smoke at the ceiling before looking back at her. "Unless you wanted to share with me." 

Audrey's eyes narrowed, her gaze sharp and hard. 

Victor just smiled at her, slow and self-satisfied for some reason. 

Madeline watched the look that passed between them before Audrey stood.

She took several steps toward Victor until she was standing over where he still sat, low in his chair, his legs crossed, his body relaxed. 

One of her hands braced on the wicker back, and she leaned down as he tilted his face up toward her. 

Madeline thought for a twisting, surreal moment that they were about to kiss. 

Instead, Victor let a curl of smoke pass his lips, twisting up through the tiny distance between their mouths, and Audrey inhaled it. 

Audrey straightened back up with a look of satisfaction bordering on triumph, and Victor took another drag on the cigarette. 

"I suppose that serves me right for thinking you wouldn't," he said, his voice low and lazy enough to almost be a drawl. 

"I never bluff," Audrey said, turning back toward her own seat. 

She didn't see when Victor smiled the same self-satisfied smile as before, but Madeline did. 

"I know." 

Madeline wordlessly handed over the cigarette she still held to Audrey when Audrey sat next to her. 

She let her head fall back, feeling fully relaxed for the first time in days, maybe even weeks. 

Audrey's arm slid along the back of the love seat to curl around Madeline's shoulders, and Madeline leaned into Audrey's side. 

The wind had picked up outside the porch, making the air colder than just cool, but Madeline didn't mind. She was perfectly warm with Audrey's body pressed along her side, reassuringly solid and warm. 

Victor rolled down the sleeves of his shirt. Madeline watched him, letting her gaze linger on his forearms, the pull and stretch of muscles there.

It felt at once both impossible and so natural that she knew what it felt like to press her fingers against his arms, to feel the texture of his skin against her lips. 

Even more impossible that they were all three of them together in the embrace of the night, the heady scent of smoke and popcorn filling the air. 

She knew what Audrey's lips tasted like and the way Victor sighed in pleasure as surely as she knew the way they looked around her dining room table. They had allowed her to know that, both of them, willing and generous. She had taken that knowledge into herself, taken their love so freely given and would again, she admitted to herself now. Because it felt right and true to do so, not greedy or shameful, but whole and healing in a way she had never felt before.  

She thought about Audrey leaning over Victor, their lips so close they almost touched. She wondered what it would be like to watch them kiss, Audrey's long fingers on Victor's face, their bodies so close together.

Turning her head, Madeline studied Audrey in profile, watching the smoke twist up from her lips. 

She thought about the fact that Victor had given his unpublished book to Audrey to read. 

There were so many secrets, hidden parts of their relationship, things she didn't quite understand. She didn't know how she should feel about that, jealous maybe or left out. Instead, she only felt intrigued. 

The time each of them spent with her was beautiful, but there was something beautiful about the complexity of them with each other too. 

Audrey turned her head. Their gazes met, and Audrey smiled at Madeline, who leaned forward and kissed her. 

Audrey tasted like smoke and buttered popcorn, and her lips were soft and hot against Madeline's.

She made a small noise into Madeline's mouth, half surprised, half pleased, her hand coming up to hold Madeline in place as they kissed, lazy and slow. 

When they parted, Madeline found Victor watching them, his eyes half-lidded. She watched him back until he stood, stubbed out the butt of his cigarette, and crossed the space between them. 

He leaned over the loveseat, cupped her face in his hands and kissed her. He was very gentle about it, very slow. Madeline sighed into the touch, letting her eyes slide shut as he oh so carefully parted her lips and explored her mouth with his own. The kiss made her body go weak under his touch. 

She wanted a great many things, sitting there with Audrey's arm around her shoulder and Victor's hands on her face, but she was also tired. 

Her whole body was soft and sleep was coming fast, no matter how she tried to blink it back. 

He pulled away from her and brushed her hair back from her face. "You look like you could do with an early night." 

She wanted to contradict him, but he was right, and she was in dire danger of falling asleep on the spot. She nodded, untangled herself from Audrey, and stood to shuffle back into the house and up the stairs to her room. 

As she got undressed and got ready for bed, Madeline wondered if Audrey was planning on staying longer and if so, what she and Victor would talk about, smoking out on the porch as twilight became true night. 

As she slid into bed, she found herself hoping that Audrey did stay. She couldn't be sure if she did or not since she was asleep almost as soon as her head hit the pillow.  
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Chapter 10
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"Would you like to read my book?" 

Victor looked up from where he'd been bent over his desk, writing on a pad of paper, and blinked at her. "Would you like me to?" 

"I think I would." Her book—the bones of it, at least—lay in piles, in most of her old notebook, his legal pad, and then random sheets of paper she'd found once she'd depleted that. 

If she kept writing at the same rate she'd been writing in the months since she'd come to live here with Victor, she was going to need to buy a very large number of notebooks next time she went to New York City. 

She did not fool herself into thinking that she was anywhere close to done with it, but the pieces were there at least, taken from her mind and put down in some sort of order. 

"I would like you to read it," she said. "Because I think this is more of a horror story than anything else, and that's what you write as well." 

It wasn't a true horror story either, honestly. When she thought of horror, she thought of monsters and vampires. This wasn't that but, she didn't know what else it would be if not horror.

Still, she wanted to hear his thoughts on it and, although she was barely willing to admit this even to herself, he'd been published. There was still that hope there, small and frail though it was.  

She brought all the different stacks of paper, plus the notebook to him and left them on his desk. 

Since she couldn't stand the idea of watching him read, she retreated to the kitchen to make a pear gelatin mold.

She took her time with it instead of making it from the box. 

The only fruits she had that would work were the late-season sour cherries, and it took plenty of time for her to sugar them, cook them down, extract the juice, and strain them through cheesecloth multiple times. She added wine for extra flavor and thickened it with gelatin, poured it into her mold, and put it in the refrigerator to set. 

She sat at the kitchen table, looking at nothing in particular. She wondered if she should go check on Victor and see where he was in the piles of paper she'd just saddled him with. Maybe she should walk to Audrey's farm instead or do something else. 

For the first time since she'd come here, the house seemed too small, the land around it too isolated and confined. She wrapped one arm around her own waist and wished she was back in New York City, where one would never be without somewhere to run to.  

There was the slight prick of a headache starting behind her eyes again, but she suspected that was more nerves than anything else. 

The only sounds in the house were the buzz of the electric lights and the way the floors shifted with age. 

She got up suddenly enough to cause the legs of her chair to scrape backward against the linoleum. She pulled off her apron and left the house through the kitchen door, fleeing to the field behind the house, where she lay down in the now mostly dried long grass. 

Above her, the sky was a gray blue with large dark-tinted clouds, but it hadn't rained yet today.

The trees along the edges of the field rattled their branches as the wind blew, and grass made a soft shushing noise. 

Madeline stretched out her arms, feeling the wind pull at her dress and hair. She closed her eyes, taking long steadying breaths. 

Be calm, she reminded herself. Whatever Victor had to say wouldn't be too terrible. Victor wasn't cruel, after all. 

There was the crunch of someone moving through the field. She opened her eyes and pushed herself up enough to see who it was. 

It was Audrey, but for a moment, all she could see was a tall dark shape haloed in a fall of burning red.

She was so much like the witches of Madeline's childhood imaginings that she felt a shiver go right through her, prickling cold fingers up her spine.

Then Audrey was standing over her in practical old clothes and rubber boots. 

"Are you all right?" she asked, her expression somewhere between concern and amusement. 

Madeline let herself fall back into the long grass. "I'm fine," she told the sky and Audrey both. There was a long moment, then she said, "I finished my book. Yesterday." 

"Oh, congratulations!" 

There was a rustle, and she turned her head enough to see Audrey settle herself next to Madeline in the long grass. 

"You should have told me earlier," Audrey said. "We could have celebrated." 

Madeline brought a hand up to cover her face. Muffled by her palm, she said, "I'm not sure I want to celebrate. Not yet, at least. I . . . this story isn't like the other stories I've written." 

"You've said that before," Audrey said. 

"This one is more personal." 

"Because of the heroine?" 

Madeline sucked in a long breath. "Yes. I haven't ever written that part of me before. Not even in subtext or allegory." 

"Does she survive?" Audrey asked, her voice quiet and serious, her arms hooked around her knees. "Is she happy in the end?" 

Madeline tilted her head to the side, considering. "Survives, yes. Happy . . . I don't know." 

"She should be happy, or at least triumphant," Audrey said fiercely. "We deserve that much." 

"Would you read it?" Madeline asked in a rush, sitting up. 

Audrey smiled at her. "Of course I will." 

Around them the wind had picked up, rattling the grasses and bending the trees in the distance. The clouds were now buffeted across the sky by the oncoming storm. 

Audrey made a displeased noise, her eyes on the sky above them. "I need to go back," she said. "I need to get the sheep and goats into the barn if it's going to storm." She stood and dusted herself off.

Madeline stood too. "I'll come with you." She followed after her. 

By the time they made it through the woods and the field within sight of Audrey's barn, the wind had really picked up, whipping the trees above their heads and pushing them along. 

"Do you know how to herd?" Audrey asked. When Madeline shook her head, she nodded. "I'll show you how at some point, but for now, just stay out of the way."

She unhooked a long rod from one gatepost and pulled the metal gate open, entering the pasture where the sheep and goats grazed.  

Madeline stood back from the fence and watched her work, rounding up the already nervous animals and herding them toward the barn. 

Even with Audrey's obvious skill, it took her several tries, including going back for stragglers to get them all safely settled in the barn.  

The rain was falling by then, and Madeline wrapped her arms around herself, feeling a little bit useless and like she should have stayed behind at the house. 

"Come on." Audrey's hand slipped into hers and they ran, splashing through gathering puddles toward the farmhouse. 

In the front hall, they stripped off sodden shoes and Audrey's jacket and tripped their way through to the kitchen. 

Audrey filled the kettle and put it on the stove before disappearing upstairs.

When she came back, her trousers and blouse were gone, her legs bare, and the rest of her wrapped in a very old embroidered velvet dressing gown. 

She handed a towel to Madeline.

"There's a bathrobe upstairs," she said, moving back over to the stove and pulling an old brown teapot off the shelf above it. "Or you can wear something of mine."

Madeline dried her face and hair off, watching the long line of Audrey's back, the tangle of her wet hair. 

Audrey turned to take down two teacups as well. Madeline watched her hands move, the way one of the wide sleeves of the dressing gown fell down to reveal wrist and forearm, pale skin stretched over perfectly formed muscle. 

There was a long line of pale skin down her chest from the neckline of the dressing gown, and Madeline could think of nothing else but the way Audrey had looked shirtless, the curve of her breasts, the softness of her stomach. 

Although she was not aware of it, she must have made a noise because Audrey turned back toward her.

Their gazes locked, and Madeline's chest felt tight, each breath a little more labored than it should be. She could remember the sound of Audrey's ragged breathing in her ear, the feeling of her breath across her skin. 

"I don't know where the bathroom is. You'd better show me." 

Without a word, Audrey turned off the stove and led the way out of the kitchen.

The staircase groaned under their feet as they ascended to a narrow hallway.

Where the bathroom was would have been obvious. The door stood open already with another towel and a bathrobe folded neatly over the side of the tub. 

Madeline's dress was soaked through, plastered to her body, the cloth translucent with rainwater. Still, she turned away from the bathroom doorway and looked back at Audrey.

"I've changed my mind," she said. "Why don't you show me your bedroom instead?" 

Audrey's arm snapped out, dragging them together, and her mouth crushed over Madeline's. 

Madeline moaned, opening to the onslaught and kissing back as hard as she could. 

Her back hit the wall, and Audrey pinned her there as easily as if Madeline had been a newly captured butterfly.

They kissed like one or both of them might die if they ever stopped. 

Madeline could feel the pulse of her own heart through her whole body, only amplified by the heavy weight of Audrey pressed against her. 

There was nothing, barely anything, between their bodies, and Madeline couldn't think of anything else. 

"I've been waiting so long for you to ask to be in my bed," Audrey said, her voice low and dangerous in her ear when they pulled apart. "It's been torture, Madeline. Tell me you're not going to regret this." She cupped Madeline's cheek, her hands gone gentle. 

Madeline shivered and nodded. "I am not going to regret this," she said, her hands knotting in the front of Audrey's dressing gown. "I know you now."

Audrey kissed her again, just as hard and just as rough, kissed her until Madeline's toes curled against the old floorboards. 

When they parted, Audrey’s fingers closed around her wrist and pulled her down the hall to the last door on the left. 

Madeline got the impression of a simple room with well-worn furnishings, although she wasn't really paying attention to any of that. 

Audrey's fingers were in her hair, tracing the shape of the back of her head. Her gaze was hungry and wild on Madeline's own. Her fingers slid from Madeline's hair, tracing across the fragile skin of her throat before curving around the back just hard enough to make Madeline gasp and shiver all over. 

She'd liked it when Victor touched her like that, but it was wholly different to have Audrey do it with fire in her eyes. 

She wished for a second that Audrey would press harder just before Audrey's hand tightened as if in answer, and Madeline's knees went weak. 

"Do you like that?" Audrey asked, her voice rough and hard as her grip against Madeline's throat. "Would you like me to take a firmer hand with you?" 

"Yes," Audrey said, never surer of anything in her life. 

Audrey nodded once and lowered her head, her mouth pressing against the dip of Madeline's throat. Audrey's lips were so soft against her skin, nothing like her hands, and they moved in gentle exploration, following the shape of Madeline's clavicle and worshipping it. 

Madeline's head fell back, her hands curling in Audrey's robe, helpless to do anything else as Audrey's hands held her in place like iron and her mouth caressed her like warm silk. 

Her breath was coming in little gasps when Audrey trailed her mouth across Madeline's jaw to kiss her. 

They kissed like a storm again, their bodies pressed together, all rolling, thrusting, desperation, and greed until they were both gasping and panting with it. 

Audrey's hand left Madeline's throat for the modest neckline and row of small white buttons underneath. She did not try to force the tiny buttons through the sodden and wrinkled cloth but instead just pulled. 

Madeline's dress came open far easier than she would have expected and with the loss of far fewer buttons. Audrey lowered her head to Madeline's chest and kissed her featherlight from one shoulder down to the top of her brassiere. Her lips whispered across the tops of Madeline's breasts. She pushed Madeline's soaking wet dress all the way off and hooked her fingers into the straps of Madeline's bra, tugging them off her shoulders. 

The cloth slid down Madeline's breasts, baring them to Audrey's hands and mouth. Audrey didn't touch her there immediately, though. She lowered her head to kiss the skin just above Madeline's breasts again, sucking there with just enough teeth to make Madeline rock forward, her body aching to be touched. Audrey's hands came up then, cupping the shapes of Madeline's breasts and toying with nipples as her mouth continued to work a dark mark against Madeline's skin. 

The heat and sweet ache pulsed through Madeline's whole body, forming in bright flowers of pleasure with each touch of Audrey's fingers, every flick of her tongue and scrape of her teeth. When she raised her head, Madeline kissed her with all the need and passion she possessed, wet, hot, and desperate, which only grew when Audrey moaned into the kiss, her fingers fisting in Madeline's hair. 

"I need you," Madeline said when they parted, knowing her voice sounded wracked and not caring. "I need your hands all over me. I need you inside me. Audrey, please." 

"Take off the rest of your clothes and get on the bed," Audrey said, sounding every bit as desperate as Madeline felt. Her hair was disheveled, falling in a wild tangle around her face and down her back. Her eyes were so dark and intense on Madeline as she fumbled with the clasps on her garter belt, trying to unclip the soaking wet nylon stockings and get them down her legs. The simplest act, one she'd done thousands of times including in the dark, seemed suddenly impossibly difficult but she managed to get them off along with the rest of her underthings. 

Then she was bare, completely naked, her hair still hanging wet around her shoulders. 

Audrey looked at her like she was the most beautiful woman in the world, a goddess made flesh. She pulled Madeline close again, her fingers tracing the lines of Madeline's jaw and face before kissing her. 

Madeline closed her eyes and abandoned herself completely for the kiss. Surrendered completely to the pressure of Audrey's body against her own, her own pulsing arousal and Audrey's answering passion. 

She was not at all surprised when Audrey pushed her back onto the bed. She fell willingly, watching as Audrey straddled her hips. 

Audrey was still wearing her velvet dressing gown, rucked up to bear her strong, soft thighs and gaping open to reveal the swells of her breasts.  

Madeline was of half a mind to ask her to take it off so she could finally see Audrey in all her naked glory. There was another part of her that was thrilled at being naked and vulnerable underneath Audrey's still semi-clothed body. 

She could feel her own arousal pressed against one of Audrey's thighs, and the soft brush of velvet was a sweet, teasing torture. 

"Please." Madeline arched up against Audrey's body, wishing Audrey would take them both in hand again, even though that wasn't what she'd asked for or truly wanted. 

"Spread your legs," Audrey said, her voice soft, steady, and as hard and unbending as steel. "Raise your hips for me." 

She did so as Audrey bent over her, searching for something outside Madeline's line of sight. 

Madeline couldn't help her hands from drifting down to touch the crease of her thighs, her stomach, her sex. 

"Enough of that." Audrey's fingers closed around her wrists, drawing Madeline's hands away from herself gently but firmly. "Did I tell you that you could touch yourself?" 

Madeline sucked in a breath and rocked her hips forward. "No." 

Audrey dropped her head to between Madeline's thighs, where she was needy and wet. 

The first touch of Audrey's tongue was like a lightning bolt. Madeline's entire body arched, and she was desperately afraid that she would come on the spot. 

Slowly, piteously, Audrey's mouth lowered over her, one slick finger circling Madeline's entrance at the same time.  

Madeline's hands dropped to the bed, fisting in the spread until her knuckles hurt with how tight her grip was. 

Her breath came in high, ragged little cries that she would have been mortified by if she had any control over them at all. 

All she could think of was the heat of Audrey’s mouth, the press of fingers slowly entering her body, the soft sounds she made against Audrey’s skin, and the smell of sex and cedarwood.  

As Audrey’s fingers stroked inside of Madeline, she thrashed against the pleasure of it, grinding her hips against Audrey’s hand. 

She'd touched herself like this as recently as two nights ago, thinking about Audrey’s hungry gaze and Victor's giving mouth. 

It had never been anything like the hot, melting need of having another person touch her so intimately and possessively. 

Audrey's fingers slipped away, and her mouth left Madeline's body. She knelt between Madeline's flung open thighs, completely disheveled now, her mouth shining and wet. She undid the sad tie of her robe and shrugged it off her shoulders.

Wild, glorious, and naked before Madeline for the first time. 

Their gazes met, then Madeline's dropped to where Audrey was stroking between her own thighs. 

"Breathe," Audrey said. "This will be slightly harder, but if it's too much, tell me. I will go very slow." 

Madeline nodded, breathing slow and deep as she felt the first nudge of Audrey against her entrance.

Audrey rocked her hips forward, pressing against Madeline in a slow but steady rhythm until Madeline could feel herself give, opening to the press of Audrey's body against hers. 

Audrey's hands came around Madeline's hips, gripping and lifting her. She bent forward to lean over Madeline as much as she could. 

"Let me take you," she said, her voice rough, dripping with need yet somehow strangely earnest and vulnerable. 

As if she did not yet realize that she'd had Madeline in every way that truly mattered since the first day they'd met. 

Their bodies met here and now as Audrey pushed all the way into her. 

Madeline lifted her hips even higher, pushing back against her, relishing the sweat, deep ache where their bodies joined. "Move." 

Audrey did, pulling back and pushing into her over and over again. 

Madeline stretched her arms over her head, her palms flat against the old floral wallpaper, bracing herself against Audrey meeting her thrust for thrust. 

Every stroke was both a release and a claiming, their bodies pushing the pleasure ever higher. 

Madeline felt almost as if she was beyond the point of release, as if the pleasure inside of her was too large, too aching and urgent to even have an end. 

Audrey gasped above her, her fingers digging into Madeline's hips. 

"Oh God, oh God, please."

Madeline wasn't even aware of saying it, but it was her voice filling the room, breathy and wrecked. 

She dropped one arm from where it was braced against the wall, her fingers clamping around Audrey's forearm, holding on for dear life as the pleasure finally crested over her, drawing her in its intensity and depth. 

Distantly, she was aware of Audrey crying out, her body shaking against hers. 

Then they were lying together, Audrey half on top, her face pressed against the soft skin of Madeline's stomach, her hair falling around them like a forest fire. 

Madeline's body relaxing into the bed under her. Both of her hands were empty now, and she reached to tangle her fingers very loosely in those red curls. 

Her eyes closed, her breath and heart slowing gradually. 

Outside the rain still fell, tapping against the roof and the panes of the windows.

Audrey didn't speak or move, she just lay, a warm and heavy pressure against Madeline's body, her breathing becoming even against Madeline's skin. 

Madeline didn't open her eyes again, and when sleep welled up around her, she welcomed it. 
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The house was quiet when Madeline pushed the kitchen door open. 

Outside an early morning mist still clung to the grass and trees, the air cool from the night and the sunlight still pale across the sky. 

She'd slept for hours after she and Audrey had made love, waking once in the dark of early morning. Audrey had moved on the bed so they could be tucked in together, Madeline's back resting against her chest and Audrey's arms around her middle. Madeline had lain still for a long time, listening to the night sounds from outside and their combined breathing before falling asleep again. 

She'd woken before dawn, when Audrey had gotten up to do the morning chores. 

They'd dressed together, Madeline finally taking Audrey up on her offer of a set of clean, dry clothes. 

Madeline had stayed in the kitchen while Audrey went out to the barn. She'd made coffee, toast, eggs, and fried up the thick slices of ham she found in the refrigerator.

They ate when Audrey came back in, rubbing her hands together against the predawn cold and stamping the mud from her boots. The sun had been just beginning to rise over the hills at that point, and most of the light inside the house came from the orange glow of the lamps. 

Madeline had eaten two helpings of breakfast against Audrey's three. She'd thought coffee had never tasted better than it did during those early morning hours, sitting across the scarred table with Audrey smiling at her. 

They'd kissed goodbye before Madeline had started her long walk back across the fields and woods to Victor's house. 

Now she stood in the dimly lit kitchen and wondered what she should do first. Practicality won out, and she climbed the stairs to her room, where she shook out and hung up her dress from the day before. She laid out one of her own outfits and ran herself a bath. 

Twenty minutes later, she clattered back down the staircase clean, dressed in her own clothes, her hair brushed out and pinned, her makeup applied, and feeling completely herself. 

Victor was waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs. 

He was dressed as he always was in trousers and shirtsleeves, rumpled but obviously tailored for him. There were dark circles under his eyes this morning, though, and his mouth was twisted into an expression she'd never seen before. 

That expression stopped her several steps from the bottom of the staircase, and they looked at each other.

"So, you came back." He didn't sound angry, he just sounded tired. 

"I spent the night at Audrey's." She smoothed one hand down the front of her skirt although it was fresh from her wardrobe and completely unwrinkled. "I'm sorry. I should have left a note. It's just that I didn't intend to be there all night when I left."

He let out a breath she hadn't realized he'd been holding. 

"I was worried." His voice shook slightly when he said it. "I didn't know when you'd even left or where you'd gone, and then you didn't come back, not for dinner, not after it. And I thought . . . You do know people disappear, right? You lived in New York City; you must know people like us—" He made a wild gesture, all anger and helplessness. "They just disappear and they don't come back, not ever." 

"I'm sorry," she said again, but the words seemed not enough when faced with his distress. 

His hands clenched at his eyes, and he looked . . . he looked like he was on the verge of tears. "Bad enough that Audrey lives alone out there on the farm. Bad enough that something could happen and I wouldn't be there, but then you disappear all night and I don't know where you've gone or what's happened." 

His voice quavered again, and she stepped down the last few steps and gathered him up in her arms. 

"I'm sorry, I should have said something. I should have come back. I didn't mean to make you worry, but I understand why you did."

This close she could feel how he was trembling, but after a moment, his arms went around her too and he hugged her back.

"I can't keep you safe if you're not here," he said, his voice low against her shoulder.

Madeline had nothing to say to that. 

"I was with Audrey," she said instead, soothingly. "When I leave again, I'll be sure to let you know."

His shaking subsided slowly. When his grip on her cardigan became a little less deathly tight, she led them back to his study and settled him on the couch, then went back to the kitchen and made them coffee. 

By the time she brought the cups to him, he'd gained back some of his composure. 

"I'm sorry," he said when she handed him a gently steaming cup. "I was worried, but I also overreacted. Of course you're allowed to leave the house and go to Audrey's or anywhere else." He winced a little bit. "Just please tell me first." 

"Of course." She settled herself beside him with her own cup. 

"I'm assuming since you spent the night at Audrey's that you two are on a more even footing now?" 

She smiled. "I think we understand each other better now, yes." 

"Good." He looked away and sipped his own coffee. 

Madeline watched him for a long moment. "Do we understand each other?" 

He looked back at her. "What I told you when you first came here still stands," he said. "You can stay here with me for as long as you want or leave when you want. We can talk about writing or not, we can sleep together or not. Whatever pleases you." 

When he'd first said that, she'd been so desperately grateful, like a swimmer in rough waters finally sighting land. Now a deep tenderness opened in her chest at his words. 

She reached forward and cupped his cheek in her hand. "What pleases you?" 

He looked up at her, his eyes gone a little wide, and she shook her head. 

"Should I tell you what pleases me?" she asked. "You do, living here with you does. Making dinner together and writing and smoking with Audrey out on the porch. As for sleeping together . . ." She paused, thinking of the night she'd spent curled up with Audrey in Audrey's bed. "We have yet to do that, but what we have done pleases me a great deal." She took a breath. "Months ago, I told Audrey that what was between you and I was simple, friendship with sex, but I think what would please me now would be something more complicated than that." 

She felt like she was teetering at the edge of something much bigger than the two of them in his untidy study with their cups of coffee cooling on the side table. 

"Friendship and sex still," she said softly. "But also, I would like to stay." 

He turned his face into the palm of her hand and kissed it.

"I was always kidding myself that I could teach you anything," he said, each word pressed against her skin. "About this, at least, you are much better than I have ever been." 

"What do you want?" she asked again. 

He sighed featherlight against her skin. "I want you to stay." He fixed her with that storm-gray gaze. "I want to eat dinner with you and listen to the sounds you make moving around the house and call you my love."

She was lost at that. 

His hands came up as hers dropped away. 

Then he was the one cupping her face and kissing her lips. She kissed him back and pressed herself against him, reveling in the solidness of his body, the careful, intense way he kissed her, meaning every moment of it. 

"I'll stay," she said, her voice unsteady when they parted. "I want to stay." 

He laughed very softly and a little shaky. "Good."  

She took a breath and licked her lips, gathering her thoughts together. "But Victor, you need to know that I'm not going to be confined to the house." 

He looked back up at her, his mouth opening to object. 

"I am serious. I need to be able to walk in the woods, visit Audrey, and even go into town without you worrying yourself sick. Tell me what needs to happen to make you all right with that?" 

"I don't know," he said quietly. He'd pulled away from her, sitting ridged in his corner of the sofa. His entire body radiated distress again, which was not what she wanted, but she didn't know how to help it. "I don't mean to control you. I just . . . I worry and I can't seem to stop." He wrapped his arms around himself, his eyes closing for a moment. "Audrey could never stand it either." 

"Oh." Madeline could well imagine that. She could imagine now what it must have been like when they'd come back from New York City, tired and worn too thin, their relationship already fracturing under the pressure of too much partying, frustration, and social rejection. 

Victor had built this tiny world around himself, encircled by the four walls of the house and cycles of his writing with no reason to ever leave with his food, paper, and mail delivered. 

She could imagine Audrey walking the halls, bored and restless, her own land and farm going neglected just a few miles away. She could imagine Victor's panic and the subsequent fights when Audrey left to go mushrooming in the forest or even into town for art supplies and how quickly their already breaking bond had completely fallen apart. 

Audrey would have been flustered, quick to anger, and she would not have left a note. 

God only knew what they'd said to each other. 

She took his hand between her own. "I'm not going to leave you," she assured him. "We will figure this out together. I promise you." 

He smiled a little thinly at that, but his shoulders were slowly relaxing. 

"Should we talk about something else?" he offered. "You're book, maybe? I did finish it last night." 

She braced herself. "Yes, let's talk about that. What did you think?" 

He considered her for a moment. "I think it's brilliant." 

The knot that had been twisted up inside her since she'd handed over the pile of papers and notebook—no, since New York City—finally untangled itself. 

She took a long shaking breath.

"That's not to say I don't have some suggestions," he said. "For instance, I think if you want to make it a ghost story—which is an excellent idea, by the way—you have to really double down. You always have to be slightly less subtle than you think you should be because your meaning will never be as clear on the page as it is in your head. Just go ahead and make the ghost real." He paused, then said, "And make her walk away safe at the end, all right?"  

"Audrey said almost the same thing," Madeline said. "She said to make sure she was happy at the end." 

"Happy might be a bit more than you can expect from a horror novel," Victor pointed out practically. "But survives. We all deserve that much." 

"Yes. We do." 

Madeline reached for a notepad, but Victor beat her to it, picking a pad from the side table. 
"I've already written down all my thoughts." He handed it over. "And like I said, feel free to use the typewriter when you're ready to transcribe it."
Madeline nodded, her attention already fixed on the lines of neat script across the page of the pad, and reached for her abandoned coffee cup.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 12 
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"I want to talk about Victor," Madeline told Audrey. 

They were in Audrey's kitchen blanching and freezing vegetables for the winter. Madeline had come for the express purpose of helping with the preserving work this time, and Audrey had promised her half the bounty for Hollowell House kitchen once they were done. 

Audrey's paring knife paused over the carrot she currently held. She looked at Madeline. "What about Victor?" 

"About how much it concerns him when I leave the house for any great length of time. About how he hasn't gone further than the backyard since I came here." Madeline tucked a curl behind her ear.

"I'm sure he'll get used to it," Audrey said, her attention going back to the pile of carrots she was peeling. 

"I don't want him to get used to it," Madeline said a bit irritably. "I want him to be happy and comfortable." 

Audrey's eyes narrowed a little at that, her expression sharpening. "With you leaving the house or with you being with me?"

"Both." Audrey put down her own knife. "I want us, all three of us, to reach some sort of . . . understanding that you two are both happy with, not merely tolerate for my sake." 

"That would involve changing the relationship between Victor and I," Audrey said.

"Yes, it would," Madeline agreed. 

They stared at each other for a long, tense moment, then Audrey sighed, putting down her own knife. 

She was quiet, looking past Madeline to the old screen door of the kitchen beyond her. 

"When I first met Victor, I thought he was one of the most brilliant, if not the most brilliant person I'd ever known and all tensely controlled passion. Like a banked fire just waiting for someone to come along and rekindle it. I did and it was amazing while it lasted, but he moved beyond my grasp a long time ago."

Madeline thought about Audrey and Victor the night when they'd smoked on the porch and the conversation she'd overheard in the front hall after Audrey had read his book. 

She didn't believe that was entirely true. 

"Come to dinner," she said, pitching her voice softer now. "This weekend, let's all have a nice meal and drinks and we can talk about it." 

Audrey's focus shifted to Madeline again. "If that's what would make you happy." 

Madeline did not pinch the bridge of her nose, although she did feel a headache coming one. "I wish it was what would make you happy." 

Audrey didn't answer that. They peeled carrots in slightly more fraught silence. 

When all the vegetables had been canned or frozen, Audrey fucked her hard up against the wall in the hallway, and Madeline loved every second of it. 

"We need to talk," she told Victor later that evening. 

They were both in the study, sipping after-dinner drinks, the pieces of her book spread out around her and Victor with a legal pad he'd been jotting on balanced on his knees. 

"About?" he asked idly, flipping the short end of a pencil between his fingers, his gaze still on his page of notes. 

"You and Audrey." 

That got his attention fully on her. "What about me and Audrey?" He was frowning now, although his tone was more curious than anything else. 

"I know you gave her your book to read," she said. "I overheard you both talking about it one of the days I was sick." 

"Audrey has read all my books," he said calmly. "Since I started publishing. She might like to snipe at me about what genres I choose to write when she's annoyed or in a mood, but when I've asked her for serious feedback, she's never failed to give it." 

Madeline braided her fingers together. "I love Audrey. I love you both. Maybe I should be all right with the tension between you two, but I have to admit I'm not. I'm not asking you and Audrey to become lovers again, but I told her that I would like us all to be happy we're in . . ." She gestured between them. "Whatever it is we are in together. Or at least content not just that you two are putting up with it because you don't think you'd have me any other way." 

"It's complicated," Victor said. 

Madeline nodded. "Yes, it is, for all of us, and I'll acknowledge probably even more so for you and Audrey given your history, but I would like the three of us to talk about it. Maybe, if not make it less complicated, at least make it more . . . understandable." Tolerable, she thought but didn't say to him. 

He sighed. “All right, we can talk about it. I have nothing against talking." 

"Good," she said. "I've invited Audrey to dinner on Saturday for just that purpose." 
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The knock at the door Saturday evening caught Madeline off guard, although it really shouldn't have. Obviously, she was expecting it, but she was still in the throes of trying to get the cheesy mashed potato bake out of the oven, so Victor went to answer it. 

She pulled off her apron as soon as everything was set out and cooling and went down the hall to the study where Victor was pouring drinks for all of them. 

Audrey stood off to one side in gray tailored trousers and a silk blouse in a dark moss green, her hair pulled back from her face. 

Madeline was back in the dark blue party dress complete with pearls. Even Victor had dressed in a full suit this time, versus just whatever bits and pieces he seemed to find and throw on every morning. 

He handed them each a glass, and they all sipped, eyeing each other like this was some sort of three-way gunslinger standoff and not a dinner party. 

The tension hung like smoke in the air, and Madeline tried to ignore it along with the nerves that were now uncurling at the bottom of her stomach. 

She felt terribly like she was asking too much by this, as if she'd forced something she should have left alone. 

What she had between her and Audrey and her and Victor was so good, after all, and she was about to ruin it over meatloaf and mashed potatoes. 

"I should get dinner on the table," she said into the silence and fled, drink in hand, to the safety of the kitchen. 

The tension still hadn't eased when they sat down to dinner some minutes later. 

Victor fixed his gaze on his water glass and dinner plate and didn't look at Audrey even once. Audrey's gaze swept between Victor and Madeline. Her eyes had an intensity that would have normally excited Madeline but now just made her increasingly anxious and miserable. 

She didn't know what to say into the silence, even though she was acutely aware this had been her idea to start with. 

When their dinner was eaten, it was Victor who sighed, sitting back in his chair. He stared up at the ceiling for a moment, then said into that bottomless silence, "We should eat dessert on the porch maybe. It's a nice evening, and we won't have many of those left." 

They left the dinner table. 

Victor made coffee, and Madeline plated up the cake she'd made with preserved spiced peaches on top. 

They brought their cake and coffee out onto the porch and settled themselves on the wicker furniture. 

Not where they'd sat the night they'd smoked together, when Audrey had sat next to Madeline so close that Madeline had been able to curl into her side.

This time, as if by some unspoken agreement, they all took solitary seats a good ways apart from each other. 

The tension gathered again. Knowing she would have to be the one to break it, Madeline felt her palms go damp.  

"I thought," she started finally, her voice a little halting in the silence. "We could talk about what we want from our situation together." 

"What do you want?" Victor asked, crossing one leg over the other. 

Madeline could feel her hands begin to shake ever so slightly, and she put down her coffee cup in order to disguise it. 

"I don't really have an agenda for this," she said. "Aside from us talking, that is. It's true I want us to reach some agreement, some sort of understanding. I feel like you two barely speak when you're together with me. That you are putting up with the way things are because I am here now. I want us to have dinner together and for it to be cordial at the very least, or for us all to know where the other stands." 

There was a piece of her deep inside that felt like it was breaking a little bit. 

"I don't want Victor to feel like he's second-best or practice for when I'm with Audrey or for Audrey to feel like she's an intruder on someone else's life because I live here with Victor." Tears rose far too close to the surface, and she twisted her fingers tight into the skirt of her dress. "This isn't a matter of one of your being who I marry and the other is the mistress, that's now how I see it at all. I want . . . I want both of you to be the one I marry, goddammit!" 

She did not cry, but she did take several deep, ragged breaths before she felt a little bit calm again. 

"Or we're both the mistress," Victor said into the quiet. "That would be more our style, I think."
Madeline looked at him and found his gaze was locked on Audrey, a tiny smile curving his mouth. 
"Yes, it would be." Audrey crossed her legs too. "Madeline, my love, I understand what you're saying, and I want you to know that I don't feel second best or like I'm intruding here, not now." 

"Neither do I," Victor said, sitting forward. He seemed to steel himself for a moment. "Would it help if you went to live with Audrey at her house?"

"No, it wouldn't," Madeline snapped. "I'm happy here. But I . . ." She reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose. 

"Madeline," Audrey said, her voice low and calm but with enough unmistakable command to make Madeline's eyes fly open and lock on her. 

"My dear." Audrey slid forward on her chair enough so she could reach out and clasp Madeline's hands in her own. "There is no one I would rather do this with you other than Victor." Her gaze on Madeline was as serious as death. "I trust Victor," she said softly. "I trust him with my whole self and with yours."  

"You came here to us," Victor said. He'd drawn closer now too. "Not just me or Audrey, but the two of us together. Whatever our relationship is, has been, or will be, we both know this and we accept it." 

He crouched down next to the two of them and gently took one of Madeline's hands from Audrey's grip. 

"What would help?" he asked. "Having dinner together once a week? Having nights where we all know you would be at Audrey's?" 

"Would you prefer that?" Madeline asked him, thinking about his worries now.

"Yes," he said. "I would. It would help me to have a schedule and to know where you will be on any given day." He smiled gently up at her. "I promise I will be alright with you going for walks too." 

She looked at Audrey, who nodded. 

"I'm all right with it." 

"Right." Madeline let out a breath. "A schedule, then. We can agree on that. I'll spend certain nights at Audrey's house and the rest here, and we’ll have dinner once a week. I think I'd like that." 

"On Saturdays, then." Victor squeezed her hand, then looked over at Audrey. "And we'll promise to even talk to each other." 

"Nicely," Madeline said.

Audrey laughed and brushed a stray curl of red hair behind her ear. "I guess I can agree to that," she said. "I promise that when I come to dinners on Saturday, I will talk to Victor nicely. I'll bring some herb with me next time to make sure of it."

"I'll also promise to be nice," Victor said, although he hadn't actually been the one she'd been worried about. Then, as if to prove her wrong, he added, "As much as I can be." 

Audrey reached out the hand not holding Madeline's and flicked him lightly on the shoulder. "Not helpful." 

"I'm just being truthful," he said, but he was smiling. "Setting reasonable expectations." 

"I'm serious," Madeline said although she knew that they were both joking at this point. "I can't have another dinner like tonight; it was dreadful." 

"It was, wasn't it?" strangely Victor's smile grew as if he’d found it somehow funny. 

"Just dreadful." Audrey leaned forward, her own smile conspiratorial. "But the potatoes were delicious." 

Without looking, Victor reached out his own free hand and flicked her on the shoulder. "Not helpful." 

"I want us to be all right," Madeline said a little desperately, feeling like she was losing control of the conversation. 

Audrey leaned forward, her expression sobering. She cupped Madeline's face in her hands. "We will be," she said. "Victor and I will try, and it will take time and practice on all our parts. No doubt we will mess up again too and have to suffer through horrible dinner parties again, but we will be all right, I promise you."

Finally, Madeline let herself be soothed. She felt her body relax in parts with Audrey tenderly cradling her face and her hands being held between Victor's strong ones.

She closed her eyes and took several long breaths, then sat back. 

"I believe you," she said and found it was true. 

"Good." Audrey sat back too and reached for her fork. "Now let's enjoy our cake." 

Later, after they'd eaten their cake, cleaned up the dinner table, washed all the dishes, and Audrey had said her goodbyes, Madeline watched from the kitchen window as she and Victor spoke to each other in the gathering dusk, passing a cigarette between the two of them. 

She didn't know the words that were said, but she watched their bodies curl toward each other. Victor put his hand on Audrey's arm, and Audrey did not pull away from the touch; if anything, she leaned into it. 

The golden light of the setting sun haloed them standing together like that, beautiful in the field of long grass, a tendril of smoke curling between them. 

Madeline watched Audrey's hand come up and grip Victor's jaw, watched them lean toward each other. For a moment they stayed like that, so close, breathing each other in. 

Then Audrey kissed him like she kissed Madeline, hard, thorough, and dripping in want. 

She watched Victor's body curve against Audrey's, watched his hands come up to grip her face, his fingers tangling in her hair. 

They kissed each other like there was nothing else in the world but this and that it would last forever. 

Madeline watched them and felt the last knot untangle inside her, pulling free, true and clean. 

She took a long careful breath, and for the first time in her life, thought maybe she was home.  
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Chapter 14 
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"What do you think?" Madeline asked when Audrey had headed home in the dusk and Victor had come back inside to sit at the kitchen table with her. "Do you believe we can make this work? Honestly?"

He took a deep breath, leaning back in his chair, his suit coat stripped off and draped over the back. "I think Audrey's right. I think it will take a good amount of work and probably conversations we don't want to have and we will all make mistakes, but yes, I do think it will work. What's the alternative?" He raised his eyebrows at her. "If you didn't think it would work, what would you do? Pick one of us? Go back to the city?"

His tone was casual, almost idle, but she'd heard tension in his voice enough not to miss it underneath the carelessness. 

She thought about New York City, about leaving the safety of this house and the life she had here, leaving Audrey and Victor behind. 

There was nothing in New York City for her to return to. She didn't have a life there, but she could. She had built one up before. No matter how desperate and meager, it had still been a product of her sacrifice and hard work. She had no doubt if she went back, she'd be able to work just as hard, sacrifice as much. A life could be built. Maybe not the one she wanted, but it would be hers, and maybe one day it would even be good. 

But why bother when here was home? 

Why would she give that up? 

Certainly not because she was afraid of hard work or that they might fail. 

She turned toward Victor and met his gaze squarely. "No. I wouldn't go back to the city or choose just one of you. Even if I thought this wouldn't work at all, I would still try." 

Victor stood and held out his hand. "Come on," he said. "Let's go to bed." 

She smiled, took his offered hand, and went. 

Victor's bedroom was one of the few rooms in the house she'd never seen. It was on the second floor as hers was, but on the opposite side of the house. A large room with dark paneled walls and heavy, old-fashioned drapes on the windows. His bed was a huge, wooden monstrosity with tall, carved bed posts and a bedspread that hadn't been in fashion for fifty years at least.  

It was also unsurprisingly filled with books—piled on the bedside table, one lonely armchair, and the floor. 

Madeline perched on the edge of the bed, feeling like a gothic heroine about to have a sexily unfortunate encounter with a disreputable gentleman she definitely should not have married. 

Visually, Victor could have played the role with his dark good looks, but he ruined it slightly by saying, "Sorry about the mess," gazing pensively down at a particularly large stack of books as if he was considering moving it somewhere. 

There was nowhere else to move it, so he abandoned it and turned back to her.  

"If we are going to go to sleep, I should get my night things from my room," Madeline said. She crossed her legs at the ankles and folded her hands in her lap.

"Hmm, probably." He undid the cuffs of his shirt and unbuttoned his collar.

She didn't stand, but she did reach up and undo the clasp of the string of pearls from around her neck and the clips of her earrings. She put the jewelry on the bedside table aside a stack of books and an empty water glass. "You know, I feel a little bit like a heroine out of a book in here." 

"It's very old fashioned," he agreed. "I think this room dated from my grandmother's redecoration of the house."

She smiled slightly and worked her feet out of her heels. "Are you going to ravish me?" She purposefully dropped her lashes low enough that she could look at him from under them. "Your virgin wife?" 

He took a step forward and gripped her chin, not particularly gently, bringing their faces close together, their mouths almost touching.

"My dear, nothing is virginal about you," he said, his voice gone low before he kissed her hard and very thoroughly. 

Her hands came up to grip his shirt, and she kissed him back, surrendering to the pressure of his mouth against her own. 

"But sir, I have never had a man inside me," she protested when they drew apart. 

"Hmm." His grip was still hard on her face. He looked down at her as if inspecting her for any hint of untruth when, of course, there was none.

She just looked back up at him, her eyes wide, her lips tingling slightly from the force of his kiss. 

"Not after tonight." He let her go, his hands going to his belt.  

She watched him unbuckle it and listened to the whisper of fabric as he pulled it free. 

"Hold out your hands," he said, his gaze locking with hers.

She did, and he looped the heavy leather around her wrists without looking away. With a flick of his wrist, he pulled it tight and then paused, waiting. 

"Yes," she said so softly it was almost a breath. 

He nodded and sat back. "I'm going to fuck you tonight," he said, his voice still stern. "Lie back." 

She did as she was told, raising her bound hands to lie against the pillows. Her skirts fell like a cloud of soft fabric and tulle around her. 

The bed creaked, then he was leaning over her. 

For a moment, he just looked, his gaze traveling hot down her body. He reached out and put his fingers in her hair, working a bobby pin free and dropping it on the bedside table, first one, then another. 

She squirmed against the bed, her cheeks heating, but he took his time. 

When he was done taking the pins out of her hair, she felt his fingers, featherlight against her lips. 

Her lipstick was already smeared, but he still rubbed at it with his thumb. She opened her mouth against his touch, letting her tongue dart out to taste his skin. 

Above her, he laughed and pressed a finger into her mouth. 

"You are definitely not making a good case for being an unravished virgin," he said in his normal voice. 

She pouted at him around his fingers. "The first time I did this, I had honestly never sucked anyone's dick," she said when he drew it out, rubbing a small amount of slick wetness against her bottom lip. "But do give me some credit. I had thought about it." 

"Romantic heroines never seem to have thought about it," he said a little distractedly. "Not in any sort of detail, at least." 

He flicked open the buttons at the collar of her dress and then down, one at a time until he could push his hand in and cup one of her breasts through the cloth of her bra. 

Her back arched as he pinched her nipples, toying with them until she was gasping, her face pressed into her upper arms to half stifle the sound.

He pulled away finally and shifted on the bed, then his hands were on her legs, pushing up under the many layers of her party dress, following the curve of her thighs until he could fondler her where she was already aching and so very sensitive. 

"Oh God," Madeline said to the ceiling. Her fingers curled around the leather of the belt around her wrists, and just feeling the constriction of her movements when she pulled against it sent a stab of desire through her. 

"Good?" he asked. "You feel so damn good to me." 

She could only gasp, high and needy, in reply. 

The tips of his fingers pushed under the waistband of her underwear and pulled them down and off her legs. Then his hands slid back up to toy with her again, stroking, touching, caressing her hips, thighs, the softness between her legs. 

Madeline arched her back, pushing against him. The pleasure inside her wasn't desperate yet, just aching and slow as he took his time, exploring her body by touch alone.

She watched the way the golden light from the bedside lamp touched his face, his dark eyelashes, the curve of his jaw, the fall of his hair. 

He was still mostly dressed, the heavy fine fabric of his shirt framing a slice of fragile skin at his throat, his gaze heavy on her body. 

He stood back finally, unbuttoning that shirt without haste and letting it drop to the floor. His fingers hesitated for a moment at the hem of his undershirt, the first sign of self-consciousness she'd never seen him revel during intimacy. 

She opened her mouth to tell him he didn't have to even as he pulled the shirt over his head and let it drop to the floor. 

His chest was pale, smooth, and leanly muscled with a faint sprinkle of freckles falling just below his collarbone. 

She wanted to put her mouth against those freckles, trace the path of them. She wanted to tell him he was beautiful but couldn't think of a way of saying it that would be right in the fragile moment that stretched between them.  

"Come here." Her voice was breathless and unsteady when she said it.

He came, climbing back over her and letting her arch up to kiss him, slow and careful until his hand came down to cup her face. He kissed her back, deepening it slowly as the heat between them rose. 

She pushed up against the belt still around her wrists, wishing she could touch his skin even as the resistance reminded her that she was still under his power. 

One of his hands cupped her breasts, rubbed across her chest, and she moaned into his mouth. He laughed breathlessly against her mouth before pulling back and shifted above her so his hand could trail down between her legs again. 

His lips pressed against her collarbone, then the skin at the top of her chest before he slipped lower, his fingers just pressing against her opening.

The pleasure of that touch, the vulnerability and intimacy of it made her strain against the bonds around her wrists and push against him, almost desperate for him to be fully in her. 

He pulled away for a second, then his fingers were slick when they pressed against her, teasing and circling the delicate skin before pressing in. 

She closed her eyes to savor the feeling of his entrance, the way her body opened for him.

"Please, please," she found herself chanting as he carefully added one finger after another until she was completely full, completely possessed. 

He thrust into her carefully, stroking her from the inside until she was a half-sobbing mess under him.

Her pleasure was a string he teased out with each touch and thrust, beautifully and torturously slowly no matter how much she begged him.  

When the string finally snapped, she twisted under him, pressing her face against the pillow as the pleasure rushed through her over and over again. 

Finally, when she could breathe and think again, she turned back toward him and opened her eyes. 

He was sitting back watching her, a smile playing across his mouth. "Debauched?" 

"Thoroughly." She smiled back and stretched before bringing her arms back from over her head and slipping her hands free. 

She stood on legs that trembled slightly, pulling off her dress and what remained of her clothes before turning back to him. "How can I return the favor?" 

He spread his legs in invitation, and she knelt on the floor, her fingers going to the waistband of his trousers. 

"Lie back." 

He did as she told him, and she pulled the cloth off his hips and down until he was bare across the bed. 

He had those pale freckles on his upper thighs too, she noticed, for once not being too distracted to look properly at him. She traced their path with one fingertip, and he shivered against her touch. 

When she put her mouth on him, his entire body shuddered and he made a noise muffled against the fist he pressed to his mouth. 

He was hot, hard, and soaking wet against her mouth as she sucked him. 

His free hand fisted in the bedclothes and she could watch the tension ripple through his body as he fought not to thrust against her. 

"It's all right," she said, drawing back a little. "You can move; you can cry out." 

He grunted, his hand falling from his mouth to also grip the bedclothes. 

She bent back to her task, her mouth pressed against him, tongue exploring. His legs clamped around her shoulders, his hips rocking against her, still so careful even as she took him closer toward the edge. 

The sounds he made became increasingly desperate, and when she reached up to carefully spread him open, her mouth still caressing him, he came apart with one last shuddering thrust of his hips.

She rode out the shaking contractions of his pleasure until he stilled under her, then she sat back. 

"Good?"

He laughed, eyes still hazy and unfocused as she climbed onto the bed to lie next to him.

"Very good." 

They were both quiet, lying side by side. She let her finger touch the skin of his chest finally, trace those freckles until he shivered a little and gently pushed her hand away. 

They repositioned themselves on the bed under the covers this time, and he rolled on his side to curve his body against hers. 

"Do you think we really will be all right?" she asked into the dark.

"I do." He did not sigh or sound exasperated that she was asking again. His hand found hers under the blankets. "You're not going back," he said softly. "Even if it didn't work out between us, I would still want you to stay, but Madeline . . ." He pushed himself up to lean over her and kissed her softly against the mouth, just the touch of lips against hers. "I think we truly will be fine." 

Her hand came up to cup the side of his face. 

She wanted to hold the words inside of her, to really believe he meant it when he said they would be fine. 

She wanted to imagine them together, not just now, but for a long time to come.

Lying beside him in the dark, she began to think maybe she could. 
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Chapter 15
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On the day of their first hard frost, Madeline put on her boots and her warmest sweater, found a basket in one of the closets, and went to go pick apples. 

This would be the last chance for picking this year, and she was determined to get the last batch in. 

It was cold but clear, and the grass crunched under her feet. Most of the apples in Victor and Audrey's little orchard had been picked already, but Madeline was able to fill her basket with ones that had been missed and weren't too ice-kissed to eat. 

She brought her basket back through the field to the house and pushed the kitchen door open in time to hear raised voices coming from Victor's study. 

In their months together, she'd never heard either shout, but it wasn't hard to recognize their voices. 

"You are being ridiculous," Audrey was saying. "And precious, if you must know. I wasn't insinuating that you weren't an artist, but I know for a fact that The Mystery of the Golden Chalice was a slapped-together job that you wrote too fast with no editing but you needed the money and your publisher was on your back. I remember. I was there."

"I am not churning out books for the sake of churning out books," Victor said over the top of Audrey's last comment. "I can't believe that you would side with my editor—" 

"I am not siding with anyone!"

"No! You always—" 

There was a bang as if a book had been put down very sharply. 

Madeline dropped the basket onto the kitchen table and strode down the hall, fully intending to break up whatever was currently happening in the study. 

She pulled the door open in time to see Victor against the far wall of the study and Audrey pinning him there with her body, her fingers clenched around his jaw, kissing him for all he was worth. 

Not that Victor wasn't kissing her back just as hard, pressing against her like he would win the argument with the force of his lips and body alone.  

His hands pulled savagely at her jacket, and her free hand raked up his body. 

Madeline felt like all the air had been pulled from her lungs; her entire body was enflamed to at the sight of them.

She made a noise, and they wrenched themselves apart. 

"I'm not taking your editor's side," Audrey hissed, her gaze and hands still on Victor. "I'm on your side, you stubborn asshole, and only yours." 

Victor drew in a hard breath, then seemed to deflate somewhat. "You're right . . . I was being overly sensitive." 

"Ah, you admit it." Audrey's lips curled into a grin, and Victor glared at her right before she kissed him again. 

Victor's gaze finally went to Madeline when they pulled apart the second time. 

"Enjoying the show?" he asked. 

Audrey turned slightly to look at Madeline as well. 

"Very much." She sat on the couch across from them, smoothed her skirts out, and folded her hands in her lap. "If you want to, then by all means, carry on."  

Victor guided Audrey's face back around to his and kissed her lightly this time, gently even. "What do you think?" he asked when their lips parted. "Do we want to?"

"I don't know, Victor; how good do you plan on being for me?" Her fingers tangled in his dark hair and tucked his head back and to the side, baring his throat. 

"Not even a little bit." He hissed out a breath when her mouth pressed against his throat, her teeth biting down until Madeline could see the mark there when Audrey dragged her mouth to the dip in his collar where his shirt was already unbuttoned.  

She wanted to press her fingers against the mark of Audrey's teeth on Victor's skin, watch his squirm from the pleasure and the pain.

Her fingers clenched in her skirts, arousal gathering sweet and sticky between her thighs.

One of Victor's legs hitched up, his hips rocking forward shamelessly against Audrey's. 

"Audrey." His voice was low, trembling with lust. 

She leaned back from his throat enough for her tweed suit jacket to drop from her shoulders to the ground. 

Victor's waistcoat went after some struggle, since he'd been undoing the tiny buttons to Audrey's blouse.

The silken fabric pooled to the floor on top of her jacket, and his shirt gaped open all the way down to the waistband of his trousers.  

Victor's head lowered to Audrey's breasts, his tongue moving across the fragile skin, kissing and sucking while her hand fisted tightly in his hair. 

Their gasps and panting breaths mingled together, and Madeline finally gave into temptation and pushed up her own skirts. She rubbed herself through her underwear until she was too aroused and sensitive to bear it and had to push the cloth aside, palming herself as she watched their bodies move together. 

Victor was on his knees, undoing Audrey's well-tailored slacks while she watched him with half-lidded eyes. Her cheeks were flushed, hair falling in dark red waves over her shoulders and down her back. 

She looked disheveled and beautiful and powerful standing there. 

Victor's dark lashes were prettily fanned across his cheeks as he bent forward and took her in his mouth. 

Madeline spread her legs further, her fingers moving more desperately across herself as she imagined being on her knees in front of Audrey or having Victor's mouth on her. 

Audrey's hips moved, and Victor growled low in his throat, causing Audrey's head to fall back as she gasped. 

Madeline bit her own lip on a whimper at the look on Victor's face, the wet stretch of his mouth, the long, elegant line of Audrey's bare throat . . .

Audrey pushed him back finally, and their gazes locked. 

He stood and kissed her slowly and deeply before leaning forward and murmuring something into her ear too low for Madeline to her. 

Whatever it was made Audrey's breath catch, and the flush across her face deepened. His teeth scraped across the lobe of her ear, and Madeline saw her shiver.

He turned his back to both of them, then and very purposefully put his hands flat against the wall. 

Madeline admired the sight of him, the strong lines of his back, the muscles in his arms, the tangle of his dark curls, the curved line of his neck. 

She thought Audrey enjoyed the sight as well. She certainly took a moment before pressing herself against him, pushing him forward just a little bit. 

Her arm encircled his waist and there was the soft clink and whisper as she undid his belt and pulled it free. 

Audrey kissed the back of his neck, then pushed his head to the side to kiss the bite mark she'd left there. 

His trousers dropped to the floor, and from where she sat, Madeline could see the swell of his ass, the shape of his thighs. 

All three of them drew in a shaky breath. 

Audrey said something low to him, her hand caressing the curve of one ass cheek. 

"I . . ." His voice was breathless and just loud enough for Madeline to hear. "I don't know. The top desk drawer, I think." 

Audrey chuckled, then said, "Madeline, be a dear and get a condom out of the top drawer of Victor's desk."

Madeline stood on legs that shook slightly and went to the desk, fumbling through the drawers until she found what she was looking for. 

She moved across the room to them, close enough to hear Victor's ragged breathing, see the bright blush across his cheeks, admire the sight of his bare ass with Audrey's fingers possessively gripping it.

She held it out to Audrey, who raised her eyebrows. 

"Well?" she said. "I can't fuck him until you put it on me." 

Madeline dropped to her knees at once, fingers shaking far more than they ever had when she'd been the one getting fucked. 

She touched Audrey's warm silken skin and felt her shiver, heard the hiss of her breath.

She found that she wanted to taste her more than just about anything and leaned forward, her breath ghosting against Audrey's flesh for a moment before she took her into her mouth. 

Audrey moaned when she sucked, her forehead pressed against Victor's shoulder, trapping Madeline between the two of them. 

Not that she minded all three of their scents filling her up even as her mouth worked across Audrey's skin. 

She wasn't there for too long before Audrey was pulling away, her hand coming down to pet across her hair and cup the back of her neck. 

"Enough," Audrey said almost gently. "Put the condom on." 

Madeline wiped the back of her hand across her mouth before doing as she was told. 

She scooted back once she was done and sat on her heels to watch Audrey's hips move back against Victor's. She watched Audrey rub herself up between Victor's thighs. He gasped and moaned against one clenched fist, his entire body trembling as Audrey pushed into him. 

All three of them were quiet for a second, catching their breaths, feeling the weight of desire pressing down on all of them in the room. 

Then Audrey started to thrust, and Victor made a long low keening noise, his hips moving up against her. 

Madeline pushed her skirts up her thighs, frantic to touch herself again, to stroke herself in time to each of Audrey's thrusts. She could practically feel them inside her own body, taste Victor against her lips. 

"Fuck yes," Victor was saying. "Harder!" 

Audrey's fingers closed around the back of his neck, held him in place as she drove into him punishingly hard. Victor squirmed, moaned, and pushed back into her thrusts, egging her on.

Madeline's own pleasure took her by surprise, and she cried out, doubling forward and catching herself on one arm with the force of it. 

Her cry was echoed by a bitten-off curse from Victor, his movements frantic against Audrey as she pushed him flat against the wall. 

Madeline watched through the satisfaction-soaked haze of her own release as their bodies shuddered and trembled together, then stilled. 

For long minutes, there was only the sound of all three's ragged breaths. 

Then Victor reached around and found Audrey's hand, clasping it in his.

Audrey brushed a kiss against the back of his neck and drew away. 

Madeline watched Audrey straighten her clothes out before offering Madeline a hand to rise. 

Madeline took it, shaking her own skirts out as she rose, entranced by the sunlight spilling across Audrey's skin, gilding the sharp shape of her shoulders and the soft, subtle curve of her breasts. 

Audrey pulled her close and kissed her, her mouth tasting like Victor, like pleasure, like sin, and Madeline went weak at the knees all over again. 

She was breathless when they parted, and she was sure her cheeks were red.

"Stay?" she said to Audrey. "I was just about to make lunch." 

Audrey hummed a contented noise close to a purr, her hand still cupping Madeline's cheek.

"Yes, stay," Victor said, re-buttoning his waistcoat. Clothes back on and straightened out, he turned to Madeline. "And let me help with lunch."

"Thank you." She smiled at him. He smiled back and leaned forward to kiss her cheek before heading for the door.

Audrey shrugged back on her blouse and followed him, doing the buttons back up as she went. 

Madeline watched them both, thinking about sitting around the kitchen table to a hot lunch she'd made, then going to her knees and sucking them both off afterward. 

Both of which she fully intended to do.
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Chapter 16
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It was snowing, white flakes drifting down from a heavy gray sky to dust the branches of the trees and cover the fallen leaves now carpeting the garden. 

They'd moved the plants from the porch into the house, filling previously dusty rooms with wild green and as much sunlight as possible once Madeline got through with brushing and tying back all the drapes. 

She'd set up one of the smaller sitting rooms as her office, with its battered loveseat surrounded by potted plants, a small table she was using as a desk placed right under the window, and a bookcase in the corner starting to collect an ever-growing number of volumes on its shelves. 

She baked a molasses cake that morning and dusted it with sugar to match the snow outside. 

Victor shut his office again with a manilla envelope full of editorial notes to keep him busy, the typewriter clacking away at full speed. 

Audrey pushed the backdoor open, knocking the snow off her boots as she came into the kitchen.

"I brought pickles, the mulled pears we made, and applesauce," she said, unpacking the jars from the basket she carried over one arm. 

"Lovely." Madeline looked up from her notebook, where she'd been writing at the kitchen table, enjoying the little bit of extra heat from the cooling oven. "The pears can go with the cake for dessert." 

Audrey was stripping off her coat and hanging it by the door. "Can I make a pot of coffee? I need something to warm me up after the walk here." 

"Coffee sounds good," Madeline said. "Make a full pot, and I'll have some as well." 

Audrey busied herself at the stove with the kettle and coffee pot as Madeline went back to writing. 

She was only aware of Audrey again when a steaming cup and saucer was placed on the table next to her open page. 

"Thank you." She took a sip while Audrey settled herself on the other side of the table. 

"Is he coming out for dinner?" Audrey asked, jerking her head toward the hall where they could hear the typewriter going nonstop. 

"He will. That was the promise." And there was no doubt in Madeline's mind that Victor would keep his end of it. 

Audrey made a slightly disbelieving noise but didn't contradict her. "Do you really want that?" She nodded toward the hall, where they could hear Victor's typewriter again. "I personally never thought it was worth it. I'd rather make the art I want and not worry about anyone else." 

Madeline looked down at her notebook page and the careful lines of writing across it, the fragile thing she'd created over the course of months, the possession of words. 

"I do." Despite everything—the horribleness of New York, the rejection and exhaustion—there had never really been any doubt inside her. 

Audrey nodded once and pulled a letter from the pocket of her trousers, placing it on the table between them. 

"I wrote to a friend of mine," she said. "She runs a radical women's publishing collective. She believes in writing our stories without compromise, has the lawsuits to prove it, and is interested in reading your book." Her lips curled up slightly. "And there's nothing in it about women loving women that she'd not personally experienced." She leaned forward. "I know it's not what Victor does and it isn't what you wanted when you went to New York, but is one way forward, and it's open to you if that's what you want."  

Madeline looked at the letter between them as Audrey drew her hand back, reaching for her cup of coffee instead. 

She took several steadying breaths thinking of all the hopes she'd had the times no one would so much as look at a few chapters of her work.

"Thank you." Madeline reached out a hand that trembled slightly and took the letter. 

"Write to her, at least," Audrey said. "Even if it's not what you want to do, I think you and Evelyn will like each other anyway. There are more people out there making art than you'll meet in New York City high society." 

"I'll write," Madeline said and meant it. 

Audrey reached her hand out for Madeline's and brushed a kiss across her knuckles in reply. 

"Is there any coffee left in the pot?" Madeline asked. 

When Audrey nodded, Madeline got up and poured a third cup. She held it out to Audrey. "Do me a favor and bring it down to Victor?" 

Audrey took the deep cup from her, and Madeline took the opportunity to lean forward and kiss her on the cheek. 

"Thank you." 

She rested herself at the table, turning slightly in her seat to watch Audrey carry the cup down the hall and rap smartly on the study door. 

Victor pulled the door open. Madeline couldn't see his face, but she heard the irritated noise he made. 

"Coffee. You look like you need it." Audrey thrust the cup out to Victor, who took it. "So, I'm guessing edits came in?" 

"Two days ago," Victor said, his voice rasping from disuse as he gulped his coffee. "I'm going to be dead by the end of the month. Probably." 

"Let me see." Audrey nudged him out of the way, despite him making another slightly disgruntled noise.

The door shut behind the two of them. 

Madeline turned back to her own page of edits, her unfinished cup of coffee cooling beside it. She closed the notebook and set it aside, picking up the letter Audrey had given her.

Pulling the pages from the envelope, she smoothed them out in front of her and began to read. 
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