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We are a tangle of limbs and souls, the dusty antiquities room a curious backdrop to our fervent coupling, and as she gasps my name, I know without question—she has claimed my heart by merely existing.

It was never my intent to spend winter alone in my old family home. But circumstances prevailed when my aunt—rest her irritable soul—passed away unexpectedly in the autumn. I can't say I was particularly close to her, though I tried when I was younger and hungry for familial attention after the deaths of my own parents, but I was struck by a sort of sadness nonetheless.

I grew up in her old home, before it was drafty and unkept, before my aunt got sick and her husband abandoned her for a younger bride. My admission to Somerville College was celebrated primarily by my governess Lucy, who was more parent to me than any other person in my youth.

My aunt was furious I would abandon her and later claimed it was my uncaring attitude that led to her illness, rather than the years of sucking down whisky and cigarettes and yelling about how the French were ruining polite society by luring away good English men and women to lives of debauchery and sin.

Wretched woman.

Her house is still lovely though, and after several years of working tirelessly as an assistant to the college's professor of classical history, I am ready for a break.

I packed up my meager belongings and headed to the country, after profusely assuring my friends and faculty members that yes, Enstone parish is quite safe and I’ll be only a short horse ride away from the nearest village.

Besides. I won’t be entirely alone—the groundskeeper still remains on the property, taking care primarily of the gardens and a small orchard that was planted when I was barely toddling around on unsteady feet.

When I finally arrive I am disappointed to find that Ensfield Estate is, lamentably, in worse condition than I expected. Not entirely in disrepair—there’s no immediate sign of mold or infestation other than a musty unused cellar and the occasional mouse, which is to be expected in the country. But dust covers nearly every surface, and cobwebs gather in the corners, and the once cozy rooms appear as cold and lifeless as my aunt.

It's in one of these rooms—the front parlor, where I once played happily by the flickering fire during winter days such as this—that I find myself crestfallen and questioning my decision to visit in the cold season.

Even with the windows shut tight, I’m shivering.

"Oh blimey—I thought you were a ghost."

I spin on my heel, scared half out of my own skin. A young woman clad in trousers and loose linen shirt stares at me from the entry hall, a toolbox in one hand and a wooden bucket in the other.

It takes me too long, an embarrassing silent minute, to realize this is the groundskeeper.

"You're... Jack?" I ask and the girl grins. Her smile cuts through the depressing darkness of the place, a little flicker of light that raises my own spirits enough to release the breath I've held since seeing the state of the house.

"Jacqueline, yes. By your shocked face I'd say you were expecting someone taller?"

I blush at being caught in my discrimination—of all people, I shouldn't be surprised that a woman can do a job traditionally held by men. And yet, here I am, flustered and uncertain as Jacqueline walks with sure and slow feet toward me, pulling off a glove and shoving the bucket under her arm so she can shake my hand.

"I apologize for the assumption," I tell her sincerely. Her hand is warm and strong and sends a not unpleasant shiver up my arm. She smiles again. When she releases me, I feel inexplicably lonely and colder than before. "Do you think—would you mind helping me light a fire in the fireplace? The draft has me half-chilled to the grave."

Jacqueline tosses her head back and laughs a laugh that fills the dark room with gaiety. You could almost forget the furniture covered in dusty white sheets and the peeling wallpaper. Her eyes sparkle as she drops her toolbox and empty bucket near the entryway and makes for the other side of the room.

"I live in a cottage on the grounds," she explains as she gathers wood from the pile and stacks it carefully in the ashy brick fireplace. "The main house doesn't get much use these days. I was—" she grunts as she shoves the last log onto the pile. "I was planning to fix up the master for you but,” she lights a match and holds it to the logs, "I realized you might not want to stay where your aunt kicked it. There are other options, of course."

The fireplace blazes to life and Jacqueline claps her hands together to brush ash and wood dust from them.

"Preferably not, no. Is the rest of the place this depressing?" I tug a dusty sheet from one of the chairs. It looks as old as it did when I was a child and no more. Worn, but sturdy.

"Aye, a bit. It's in good condition but empty houses attract sad spirits."

I’m not sure if it’s a metaphor or villager wisdom, but the words ring true. The house feels simultaneously bereft of life and filled with sorrowful ghosts.

"If you'd rather stay in the cottage, I've room for guests. Not that they visit much, but the house was built for the last groundskeeper's family. Poor bastard had seven little ones."

"I..." my words trail off as I drag the sheet from a satin couch. I was about to tell her that staying in her home wouldn't be appropriate. But we are two women alone on a massive estate—wouldn't that be the most intelligent choice?

"You don't have to," she rushes when she perceives my hesitation. "It's only an option, Lady Whitaker."

I rumple my nose as I take a seat on the end of the couch nearest to the fire. "Please call me Matilda. Lady Whitaker brings to mind those macabre stories of old ladies who mistreat their staff and bury their husbands in the garden."

"You do know your aunt quite well, I see." Jacqueline flashes another charming smile, all teeth and dimples and shining eyes, and joins me on the couch. She sits a polite distance away, but I find myself wanting to beckon her closer.

I realize with sudden discomfort, that in the past several years of constant work, I have neglected the social and romantic parts of my life. Here is a young woman in trousers and linen blouse rolled to the elbows, errant curls framing a plain but incredibly likeable face, sitting so close I could reach out—

I keep my distance. Despite her appearance, there is no predicting how a lady may orient herself, where her interests lie, and I am not about to send a poor village girl running home with the humiliation that her employer—is that what I am?—was overly personal with her.

"Do you have a husband, Jacqueline?" I realize by her expression she was not expecting this. She raises a brow, half amused and perhaps a little concerned, before leaning back on the couch, hands tucked behind her head, and sighs.

"None ever took my interest. Why do you think I'm a gardener living on an abandoned estate?" A ghost of a smile. "What about you? Any Lord Whitaker back in the city, pining away for his absent wife?"

I nearly take offense at the implication of 'absent wife,' but realize by her widening grin that she is teasing me.

"I am pleasantly unmarried," I tell her. "Unless you count being married to my work at the college. It seems to take up all of my time these days."

Jacqueline eyes the toolbox at the doorway and chuckles. "That, I can commiserate with. When work becomes life, what life is there left?"

For a village gardener, she is unexpectedly canny and poetic with her words.

"Are you a writer, Jacqueline?" I ask, tilting my head and tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. She watches my hand with sharp focus and I pretend not to notice, savoring the small victory.

"I dabble," she says quietly. "I read as much as I can—your aunt has an impressive library. When I'm not working in the gardens or doing repairs around the estate, I..." she looks suddenly embarrassed.

I budge closer, forgetting my earlier self-promise of polite distance. Jacqueline's eyes widen with alarm that shifts into something else. I see the fire reflected in her green irises—green the shade of spring grass, and the ivy that once covered the walls of the estate.

"What is it?" I ask encouragingly.

Jacqueline clears her throat and attempts a smile. "Well, I write stories. Short ones, nothing especially good. I'm no Bronte, that's certain."

"What kind of stories?" I lean my cheek against my hand, genuinely interested. It’s been too long since I’ve spoken to someone who enjoyed art for the sake of pure creative outlet, rather than an academic project or pompous masterpiece.

"Everything," she tells me quietly. "Historical, monstrosities, murder and crime... I went through a Poe phase," she laughs, sounding breathless.

"Didn't we all?" I laugh with her.

"I write about romance, as well," Jacqueline's gaze flicks suddenly down to my lips, to the bodice of my travel dress.

"The virtuous kind? Or perhaps..." I reach out my fingertips to pluck a wild curl, watching it spring back into place when I release it. Jacqueline shivers. "The kind where beautiful women keep each other warm on dark nights?"

It's the confirmation, or the confidence she needed to make her choice. Jacqueline leans close and brushes her lips against mine, just the soft press of a single kiss, tentative and full of question.

We move as one, our breath mingling in the still-cold dusty air, hungry hands and lips seeking. She is a woman starved of affection, and why wouldn't she be? Living alone in this drafty estate, left to tend to overgrown gardens and a mansion in terrible disrepair. And I... I find myself equally overcome. I reach for her, my gloved fingertips finding skin and sliding up. She gasps, driving me onward, fueling a fire that rages hotter than the flames casting shadows through the room.

I'm not sure if it's me or her that missteps, but abruptly we are both knocked off kilter, tumbling without precision to the floor.

I catch myself, palms to either side of her head, with her wide eyes staring up at me. There is a sobering moment where each of us searches the other's face, but then the hilarity of the situation breaks and laughter bubbles up within me. She releases a breath of relief and joins me in my amusement. Her laugh has all the sweetness of honey in spring. I kiss her again, savoring the little startled gasp.

It's reckless and willful, but what is life without its little transgressions?

"We should... the floor," she whispers against my mouth. "Dust and such."

With a final kiss, this one to her cheek, I gather myself and my skirts into some semblance of order, and help her up as well.

We are face to face again, this time standing in the flickering fire, an intimate uncertainty growing.

"I'm not sure where I should sleep," I realize. "Is there a room with less filth than the others?" My eyes wander toward the ceiling as I imagine how neglected all the once-beautiful rooms must now be.

"I've been gradually cleaning things up," she tells me. "I’ve got half a wing in fairly good shape... I..." she has the adorable audacity to blush. "I wasn't sure which room you'd prefer, so I prepared a few of them."

I am momentarily overcome by gratitude.

"You need not trouble yourself on my account," I say.

She brushes dust from her trousers, eyes downcast and cheeks crimson.

"T'weren't any trouble. I've a skill for organizing and making things look nicer than they were before."
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"You've understated your abilities." I marvel over the room Jacqueline led me to, waves of nostalgia accompanying memories of my childhood wanderings through the mansion. I remember the rich green carpet and matching satin coverlet, the floral wallpaper gilded with curls and spirals of gold paint, the lace curtains framing a wide, east-facing window that turns the whole room buttery warm in the morning.

She laughs nervously, rubbing the back of her neck with a palm.

"The room's already a luxury. I just peeled back the dust to let it shine."

Dropping my bag beside the door, I wrap her into an embrace. Perhaps it's inappropriate, given our earlier engagement. But I am truly grateful for the care and attention she's paid the old house.

Her arms tangle around my waist, tentative at first, and then firm. We stand like this for longer than we should, our bodies flush together, breathing in time.

"Thank you," I say.

She nods, backs away, a sheepish smile tilting her mouth.

"I'm staying a few rooms over while I set things to rights in the mansion. My cottage isn’t far but..." she gestures to the snow tap tapping on the window. "My place is a bit drafty and—"

"There's no need to explain,” I interrupt her nervous rambling. “Of course I want you to stay here. It's as much your home as it is mine."

Jacqueline’s tension relaxes and she smiles, but there's still a touch of nerves in her slumped shoulders and wringing hands.

I take one of her hands now, holding it gently between my gloved palms.

"If you're uncomfortable, please say so. This is your space; the last thing I want is to... compromise you."

Her eyes widen with understanding. She stills in her constant fidgeting, gaze flickering from our joined hands and back to my face.

"You've not compromised me, my lady. The cold makes for a lonely bedfellow, if you take my meaning. I..." she laughs breathlessly, "I'm glad you're not..."

Releasing her, I wait patiently for her to gather her words.

"You see, when I first heard the estate's heir would be arriving, I thought..."

My confusion clarifies to amusement.

"You thought I'd be a man."

Jacqueline flushes with embarrassment. "Or another old hag—no disrespect."

"None taken," I assure her. "My aunt was indeed an old hag and I've spent my adulthood working very hard at not following in her footsteps."

She brightens at the jest. "Well, you've been successful enough at that. I hardly recognize any of her in you." She tilts her head, and a curl falls over her brow. I raise my hand without thinking to brush it away and she grins before kissing the bare skin between my glove and the hem of my sleeve.

"Well," she interrupts my surprise, "I should get to bed." Ambling away with her hands shoved in her trouser pockets, she winks a glittering eye. "See you in the morning, Lady Whitaker."

I've never been more thankful for a warm bath. The old pipes rattle but the ceramic clawfoot tub fills with clear, hot water. After washing away my travel weariness, I rest my head against the curved lip of the tub and take care of the coiled tension that's steadily risen from the moment I first met Jacqueline.

The liquid warmth eases my nerves. I touch myself where she touched me and then further, stroking my stomach and thighs, pressing droplets of water to my open mouth. I chase my release slowly, with a bright image of the gardener's eyes, her mess of curly hair, her strong hands in my mind.

Later, I find sleep beneath the warmth of the satin duvet as the snow continues to blow a mournful song outside my window.
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We don't speak of it the next day, or the next. She gives me a tour of the mansion—the grounds are still too snowy to safely explore—and she tells me her plans for restoring the rooms that have suffered the most from my aunt's neglect. I am captivated by her vision. She may think of herself as merely a laborer, but I see an artist. When I tell her this, Jacqueline fumbles her words, blushes a violent crimson, and asks me what I'd like for lunch.

In between discussions of the manor, of her life in the village and mine in the city, we lapse into moments of companionable quiet. When these moments arise, I'm certain she's not forgotten our first night. She bites her nails as she flips through old books and hums quietly to herself over a cup of tea and furrows her brow when examining the blueprints for the mansion. But I see the small glances, the twitching fingertips when my hand rests near hers on the table.

The unspoken tension finally breaks one day when we're cleaning a room that houses a colorful variety of bizarre and fabulous cultural artifacts my aunt obtained when art auctions were her hobby of choice.

"What on God’s green earth..." Jacqueline wrinkles her nose and holds something out for me to see: a scrap of leather with intricate beadwork and braided cord tied to either side. I mistake it for a coin pouch at first, but a fuzzy memory from a lecture on tribal clothing leaves me gasping with laughter.

"Are you alright?" She looks at me as if I've lost my mind.

After a few attempts at speaking, I point at the leather and then to her lap. She remains confused, but only for a few ticks of the antique clock on the wall. With a shout of disgust, she drops it to the floor.

"Leather underwear—blimey I've seen it all, now. Some poor man's cockeral must be cold without its fancy bonnet."

We dissolve into more laughter until we're collapsed on the floor, our heads together and cheeks flushed with mirth.

"You know," she says as she catches her breath. "I think of you every night. Not in the 'oh I hope she's warm and cozy and doesn't want for anything.' I mean I really think of you—what you must look like under those pretty clothes of yours, what you wear beneath the sheets. I bet it's a silk nighty, like the French."

I raise myself on an elbow and smile down at her merry face.

"Humor makes you bold, I see."

"Am I right?" she grins up at me.

"About?"

"The nighty."

Stooping to kiss the tip of her nose, I whisper my answer in her ear.

"Nothing at all!" she cries with glee. "The scandal!"

"Ah, but what scandal could there be between a woman and her skin? Only men mind what women do or wear in the comfort of their own beds."

She quiets, her eyes darkening in the drowsy morning light.

"I mind," she tells me. "Often, and with great passion. I spend so much time 'minding' that I hardly get any sleep. And then when rest comes, I find you in my dreams and we mind together."

"Interesting metaphor," I kiss her nose again.

She cups my cheek with her palm.

"It's a euphemism," she corrects me.

We speak no more after that, aside from brief instructions—my bodice is a challenge to unlace with trembling hands—and requests—she can't kiss me in earnest with that beaded leather ‘bonnet’ still in view.

Reclining on a satin chaise that's at least one hundred years old, I kiss every hidden place I've imagined since that first night, and discover with delight what makes her tremble.

It's not quite what I imagined for our first time—certainly not the location. But having Jacqueline pressed against me, her thighs thrown over mine and head tilted back as I kiss bruises into her shoulder... it's perfection. She is pleasure defined, a secret Aphrodite in every caress and stroke and sigh. We are a tangle of limbs and souls, the dusty antiquities room a curious backdrop to our fervent coupling, and as she gasps my name, I know without question—she has claimed my heart by merely existing.
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As the wintry months pass by, we keep each other warm.

Though we maintain our individual quarters, she often stays with me in mine; I have the larger bed, and a tub big enough for two. Our cohabitation becomes intimately domestic, the sweet satisfaction of it filling our every day. We go about restoring rooms and cataloging the clutter my aunt gathered over her lifetime. We repair broken furniture, clean mystery stains from rugs, patch up leaks in the pipes, re-paper peeling walls, and patch holes in crumbling plaster. Gradually, we breathe life back into the old mansion.

Some of the restoration will require outside assistance—beams that have cracked, a few ceilings fallen, and a staircase with a perilously rickety handrail. We make note of these things and move onto the next project, on and on until the manor feels less of a corpse and more of a home.

One morning, I surface from sleep to Jacqueline's slow kisses down my neck. She lingers over a sensitive spot until I am delirious with desire, tugging her closer with roaming hands and encouraging her wordlessly to continue. To my great disappointment, she pulls away from me.

I mumble something unintelligible that's meant to express my annoyance, but she merely laughs.

"You're an awful tease," I complain.

"The green has returned," she whispers.

I'm confused in my sleepiness, but as my mind fully wakes, I understand her words.

"Overnight?" I glance at the window, as if spring might be waiting beyond the glass with a knock and a cup of tea.

"Haven't checked the gardens in almost a fortnight."

We have indeed been busy with restoring the attic—and making good use of the intricately carved four poster bed we discovered there. The sun has been returning though, lingering longer into the evenings, and the nights are no longer filled with howling outside the windows.

"Do you want to look?" I ask her even as I draw her closer, fingers grasping the hem of her nightclothes.

"Mm," she mumbles against my cheek, surrendering to my roaming hands. "After a tumble, I think. When the sun's full up in the sky."

We stay in bed for longer than intended, tangled up in each other and the linen sheets. I'm reluctant to leave the warmth of our nest, but there is work to be done—and I am eager to see the first glimpse of spring.

The air outside is chill and laced with icy fog, but the sun brightens the day. We walk hand in hand from the manor to the gardens, settled in our comfort with each other. It's not until we reach the arched entrance that I feel Jacqueline's excitement rise. She rushes ahead and drags open the iron gate, waving me through like a doorman at a fancy hotel.

"After you, Miss."

I give a laughing curtsy, making a dainty show of holding my skirts as I pass her.

The sprawling gardens are still asleep, covered in a light crystalline dusting of late morning frost. But here and there I begin to see signs of life—tiny flowers in patches of modest green, streams of clear water dripping from icy stalactites that have clung to the stone walls all season.

"Can you smell it, Matilda?" Her breath tickles my ear as she rests her chin on my shoulder and wraps strong arms around my waist.

"All I smell is you, darling." I nudge her affectionately with my nose. "What scent have you caught that evades me, Miss Gardener?"

Jacqueline kisses my cheek and steers us to an old stone gazebo covered by the dried remnants of last year's coiling ivy.

As we pass through the entrance, my heart skips a beat—several beats, even. This isn't the barren shelter of my youth, where I pretended to be a lonely queen.

The large stone couch has been covered with blankets and pillows, the floor immaculately swept and laid with a circular floral rug. An iron table presents an enticing array of candies wrapped in foil, bottles of red and white wine, dried fruit, and freshly baked bread covered in a clear dish.

Now that we're here, I smell the woodsy incense burning in an antique censer hung from the arched window.

"You were up early." I turn in Jacqueline's arms to kiss her, and she guides me to the pile of blankets on the stone bench.

We share the food and wine, wrapped in one of the massive blankets, until our cheeks are flushed and our hearts are merry. The late morning birds sing beyond our little paradise. She names each one by its distinctive call, pointing out the melody and rhythm of their song. It is cold, but together we warm each other.

After a while, Jacqueline sets aside her glass and begins kissing my neck, her hands roaming over my bodice and pulling me close. My head is a pleasant fog, soft with wine and heavy with desire.

Jacqueline slides from our makeshift bed and settles herself on the floral rug. We kicked off our shoes ages ago—I'm not even sure when—and she wraps a hand around my ankle with that Cheshire grin I've come to love.

"By all means," I tell her.

The dress I'm wearing is a simple one, warm enough for the crisp morning, but easy enough that Jacqueline has no difficulty raising the hem up with teasing fingertips until it rests well above my thighs. I am bare now, my legs parted for her. The cold air is invigorating rather than unpleasant, a thrill that strikes my desire like a match.

My eyes fall closed as she slips into me, curling her fingers just so, kissing a path up the curve of my thigh.

"Jack," I whisper. She hums in vague response, her attention focused. "Jacqueline," I say with more emphasis.

She glances up at me, eyes coal dark and hazy. I take advantage of her momentary lapse and move with precision, wrapping the blanket around my shoulders and descending to the plush carpet. My bare legs pin her strong hips. Jacqueline watches in awe as I unbutton her trousers. She raises her hips at my instruction, and shivers as I arrange us until we are pressed together, center and center, intimately connected.

"Is that good?" I ask. She nods once, her fingers flexing around my thighs in anticipation.

We move as one in a song that has become as familiar as the shadowed halls of the manor. Our hands come together almost unconsciously, seeking stability and contact. Clasped tightly, we dance.

The crescendo of desire strikes Jacqueline first. She throws back her head and cries my name, scaring off a flock of sparrows. We share a laugh, faces bright with wine and love, and then the fire blooms in me as well—Jacqueline watches me with an expression that is equal parts pain and reverence, and I almost see myself through her. Sappho's muse, she has called me before. Normally I find it silly, the words of a love-struck poet. But when she looks at me with that moon-eyed gaze, as I move against her, our bodies still connected, my climax blazing through me, I understand.

In this moment, entangled together beneath blankets and incense smoke and the intoxication of good wine, our shelter transforms from old gazebo to ancient temple. We are the supplicants to a forgotten goddess, and our love is the offering.

When the waves of ecstasy run their course, I lay beside Jacqueline, the blanket draped over us. We are quiet in the afterglow, listening to birds and watching curls of smoke rise in the air.

"What will we do when the last frost melts?"

I'm startled by her words, blinking awake from a peaceful half-sleep.

"What do you mean?"

She's quiet for a moment and I wait patiently, tracing her hip bone and the gentle curve of her side.

"When the frost is gone, and the reality of the world returns."

Raising myself up on one elbow, I examine her worried face.

"You think this was the dalliance of an isolated winter? That we’ll be defeated by simply visiting town or sending for supplies or—"

"Returning to your work in the city. How can it continue, when the world exists?"

I feel her anxiety as a deep ache in my own heart. It's not entirely incorrect, after all. There are expectations, traditions that we are expected to follow, and the frivolous, mundane responsibilities of life. And yet...

"Our dream will be less of a dream," I admit. "But that doesn't mean it will be a separation. Do you want this to continue?"

She cups my cheek with her hand and lifts her head to kiss me in response.

"Then it will," I say. "You can join me in the city—"

Jacqueline's eyes go wide, and I can't help but laugh.

"You would be surprised how many women cohabitate together with little question or bother, particularly among the scholarly types. We academics share a different view of things."

"I'm no academic, though." She wraps my hand in hers, presses my wrist to her lips. "Merely a gardener."

"Lucky for you, my townhouse has a garden, and the university has a greenhouse that's open to the public."

"Mm," Jacqueline considers my words. I lay beside her again, allowing her to puzzle over the possibilities. I can almost hear the cogs and wheels clicking together in her mind, shifting from fear to potential.

Eventually, the incense burns out and a curious squirrel begins eyeing the remnants of our bread. We redress and gather what we can carry, and after tossing the bread crumbs into the newly greening grass, we return to the manor arm in arm.

"Someday we will be old women in this house," I say as we walk along the gravel path. "And the townsfolk will say—'what elegant ladies. How beautiful they've kept the estate, and how good they've been to us. Perhaps they're a bit eccentric, but you've got to respect their good fashion and damn fine gardens.'"

"'But did you hear?’” she responds in the voice of a gossipy old village wife, “‘The Lady Whitaker wears nought but her skin at night—and shares a bed with the lowly gardener!'"

I gasp melodramatically and nearly drop the wine glasses.

"'I hear it's even worse.'"

Jacqueline leans in conspiratorially.

"'Pray tell, what could be worse?'"

"'They both wear nightdresses of green lace and chiffon like courtesans in Montmartre!'"

"'That is worse.'"

Our laughter carries us from the garden to our home, where we spend the rest of the day celebrating the beginning of spring.


Thank you for reading the sixth installment of the Technicolor Lesbians series. Each part in this series is a standalone story with unique characters and erotic situations.* Stories are posted weekly or bi-weekly. Up next is Painter in Plaid: A model and artist navigate unresolved feelings to ensure an important painting is finished before their university's annual art gala. Sparks (and clothes) fly as they try to get along.

Lusting for More? Continue the series with:
Bartender in Blue
Poet in Pink
Violinist in Violet
Waitress in White
Billionaire in Black

*With the popularity of Billionaire in Black, I've decided to write a sequel! Be on the look out for the continuation of Harper and Daphne's love story.

Follow me on Instagram (@eleanorgilden) for updates.
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