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The lane smelled of wet hedgerow and the sea, that particular Jersey mix of salt and green that Sophie had always associated with childhood summers, back before summers meant anything as complicated as they did now. She walked with her hands shoved into the pockets of her coat, watching her breath fog in front of her, and thought, not for the first time that week, that she didn’t quite know what she was supposed to do with an ordinary Tuesday afternoon anymore. The divorce had left her with a house too big for one person and days that stretched out like unspooled thread, and so she walked, because walking was at least something to do with her legs, if not her mind.

She didn’t hear the car so much as feel it — a low, expensive hum that seemed to arrive from nowhere, gliding to a stop on the narrow lane just ahead of her. It was black and long and utterly wrong for the potholed roads of the parish, the kind of car that belonged outside a hotel in London, not idling beside a hedge full of blackberries. The window lowered with a soft mechanical sigh, and a woman leaned toward it from the passenger side — silver hair cut close to a face that looked expensively unbothered by time, a cream blazer that fit her like it had been poured on.

“You look like you could use somewhere warm to sit,” the woman said, and her voice had the particular calm of someone who had never once been told no.

Sophie stopped walking. “Sorry?“

“Nothing sinister, I promise.” The woman’s mouth curved, amused at herself. She held out a card between two fingers, and Sophie stepped closer without quite deciding to. The card was heavier than paper had any right to be, the edges embossed in gold, and across the front in a slim serif read Jersey Gold Tops — A Private Retreat for Women. No address. No further explanation. Just the gold, and beneath it, smaller, by invitation.

“We’re always looking for new members,” the woman said. “You have exactly the look we’re after.”

“The look,” Sophie repeated, glancing down at herself — old wellies, a coat that had seen better decades, hair scraped back because she hadn’t had the energy for anything else. She almost laughed. “I don’t know what look that would be.”

“Healthy,” the woman said simply, as if that answered everything. “Would you like a lift? Just to see the place. No obligation.”

It was the no obligation that did it, Sophie thought later — the sheer politeness of the offer, delivered with the ease of someone extending an invitation to tea rather than a stranger’s car. But it was also the ache in her chest that had nothing to do with her feet, the loneliness of the last months sitting in her like a stone she couldn’t put down, and the reckless, small voice that said, what does it matter, really, what happens to you now. She got in.

The car smelled of leather and something floral she couldn’t place. The woman didn’t ask her name until they were already moving, and when Sophie gave it, she simply repeated it once — “Sophie” — like she was filing it away somewhere important, then said nothing else for the rest of the drive, which took them down lanes Sophie didn’t recognize despite having lived on the island her whole life, past fields gone gold with early autumn, until they turned in through a gate with no sign at all and up a gravel drive toward a farmhouse.

It had clearly once been a working farm — she could see the bones of it, the low granite walls, the old stone barn — but someone with a great deal of money had gotten to it since, softened its edges with glass extensions and manicured lawns, hung the windows with pale linen curtains that moved gently even though there was no wind Sophie could feel. It looked less like a farm than an advertisement for one.

Inside, the air was warm and smelled faintly of lavender and something creamier beneath it, something Sophie couldn’t name. The owner met them in the hallway — and there was no mistaking that this was the owner, the way she filled the space without seeming to try, tall and silver-blonde, dressed in cream from throat to ankle, a woman who looked like she had been carved rather than born.

“You’ve brought us a lovely one,” the owner said to the woman who’d collected Sophie, though her eyes stayed on Sophie the whole time, moving over her in a way that made her feel suddenly, strangely, seen — not looked at, but seen, the way you might assess a good piece of fruit. “Welcome to Jersey Gold Tops.”

“I still don’t really know what this place is,” Sophie admitted, aware of how her voice came out smaller than she meant it to.

“It’s very simple,” the owner said, guiding her forward with a hand light on her elbow, toward a corridor lit gold and low. “We are a farm. A very particular kind of farm. Here, women are celebrated for what their bodies can give — for their milk.” She said it the way another woman might say for their singing voices, or for their gardens — a gift, spoken of with unembarrassed pride. “Clients pay extraordinarily well for it. And our members are treated like the treasures they are.”

Sophie felt her face heat, felt something else too, low and unfamiliar, curling beneath the heat. “I’m not — I haven’t had a baby in years,” she said. “I don’t produce anything.”

“You’d be surprised what the body remembers, given the right encouragement,” the owner said, and opened the door.

The room beyond was nothing like Sophie had imagined, if she’d imagined anything at all — no clinical steel, no rubber tubing snaking across cold floors. It was more like the spa she’d been to once in Guernsey for her fortieth: soft recessed lighting, a wide leather chair the color of clotted cream, a folded cashmere throw across one arm. Beside the chair stood a machine, sleek and quiet, all curved plastic and brushed steel, nothing at all like the photographs of hospital pumps she vaguely remembered from friends who’d breastfed. A woman in a soft grey uniform stood near it, hands folded, waiting.

“Every suite is private,” the owner said. “Every session tailored. Our members find it—” she paused, choosing the word with evident relish, “—fulfilling.”

Sophie’s pulse had picked up somewhere in the last minute without her noticing, a quick, unfamiliar thud behind her ribs, and she found she couldn’t look away from the chair, from the soft cups waiting on their stand beside it, catching the light like something offered.

“I could try,” she heard herself say, and didn’t recognize her own voice, thin and eager, as if it belonged to someone braver.

​
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The technician’s hands were brisk and gentle at once, the kind of touch Sophie imagined a very good hairdresser might have — proprietary without being presumptuous. “We’ll just get you comfortable,” the woman said, and helped Sophie out of her coat, her jumper, unhooking her bra with the practiced ease of someone who had done this ten thousand times before and would do it ten thousand times again. Sophie stood there in the warm gold light feeling suddenly, absurdly shy, her arms crossed over herself for a moment before the technician simply took her wrists, gently, and lowered them.

“No need for that here,” she said. “You’re exactly what we like to see.”

The chair, when Sophie sank into it, was better than any chair had a right to be — the leather warmed, somehow, as if it had been waiting for her specifically, molding under her thighs and along her spine. The technician drew soft straps across her lap and beneath each arm, not tight, just enough that Sophie felt held rather than restrained, the way a good coat felt on a cold day. Her breasts, freed from the bra she’d worn since seven that morning, felt heavy and strange in the open air, and she found herself watching the technician’s hands with a kind of helpless fascination as they lifted the soft silicone cups from their stand.

“These will feel a little odd at first,” the technician said. “Just breathe.”

The first press of silicone against her skin was cool, then warmed almost instantly, molding to the curve of her the way water might, if water could hold a shape. Sophie felt her breath catch, felt her nipple pull tight and hard against the cup before the machine had even started, some old instinct in her body recognizing the shape of what was coming, remembering something from years and years back that she’d thought was gone for good.

Then the pump began.

It was not what she expected. She’d braced for something clinical, something like the whine of a dentist’s drill, but instead there was only a low, rhythmic pull — suction and release, suction and release, a soft mechanical breathing that matched itself to her own after a few moments, or perhaps she matched hers to it. Each pull dragged at her nipple and the surrounding flesh in a way that traveled straight down through her chest into her stomach, into somewhere lower, somewhere she hadn’t expected a milking machine to reach at all.

“Oh,” she said, quietly, to no one.

Her nipples had gone hard and dark, achingly so, and she watched with something like disbelief as the first drops appeared at the edge of the right cup, thin and pale gold in the soft light, drawn from her by nothing more than rhythm and suction and — she realized, flushing — her own arousal, which had crept up on her without permission and now sat low and insistent between her thighs.

A sound in the doorway made her look up. A young man stood there — an attendant, she supposed, though he didn’t look much like any medical worker she’d ever seen, broad through the shoulders, his grey uniform shirt open at the collar, dark eyes fixed on her chest with an intensity that should have embarrassed her and instead made the pulling of the pump feel twice as sharp.

“You’re doing so well,” he said, and his voice was low, almost apologetic, as if he hadn’t meant to be caught looking. “Would it help if I —” He didn’t finish the sentence, just gestured, faintly, toward her free breast, the one not yet claimed by the machine’s soft rhythm. “Sometimes hand assistance draws it out better. Only if you’d like.”

Sophie’s mouth had become dry. She thought of her ex-husband, of the last time anyone had touched her like this was worth wanting, and found she couldn’t summon a single reason to say no. She nodded, and the movement felt enormous, freighted with something she didn’t have a name for yet.

He crossed the room and knelt at the side of the chair, close enough that she could smell soap and something warmer beneath it, and when he leaned in and took her left nipple into his mouth, she made a sound she didn’t recognize as her own — high and startled and helpless, her back arching against the straps that held her so gently in place.

His mouth was hot where the pump was rhythmic and cool, his tongue working against her in slow, deliberate presses, drawing at her with a hunger that had nothing clinical in it at all, and she felt the first faint warmth of her own milk against his lips, felt him swallow, felt the small hum of satisfaction he made low in his throat as he did. The pump kept its steady pull on her right side, suction and release, suction and release, and between the two sensations — the mechanical patience of the machine and the wet greed of his mouth — Sophie found the ache low in her belly tightening into something unbearable, something climbing.

“That’s it,” he murmured against her skin, barely lifting his mouth to say it before returning to her, sucking harder now, one hand coming up to cup the underside of her breast and squeeze, gently, in time with his mouth. “You’re so full. God, you taste—”

She didn’t hear the rest. The pump pulled, he sucked, and the two rhythms collided somewhere deep inside her, and she came with a cry she couldn’t have stopped if she’d wanted to, her hips jerking against the straps, her whole body drawn tight and then shuddering loose, milk and pleasure arriving together in a way she hadn’t known a body could hold, and for one long, blinding moment, Sophie thought she might simply come apart entirely, unmade in the gold light, undone by nothing more than being wanted, being needed, being full.
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She was still trembling when they wheeled the chair — for it moved, she realized dimly, on some manner of silent castor, gliding rather than carrying her — out of the private room and down a short corridor into a larger space that made her breath catch all over again, though for entirely different reasons.

The main parlour was vast and bright, all pale wood and glass, more like the reception of an expensive hotel than anything Sophie had pictured when she’d first heard the word farm. And it was not empty. Two other women sat in chairs identical to the one she’d just left, both bare from the waist up, both connected to machines of their own, and neither of them so much as glanced up at Sophie’s arrival, too lost in whatever was happening to their own bodies to spare attention for anyone else’s. One had her head tipped back, eyes closed, mouth soft and parted. The other was laughing, low and breathless, at something the attendant beside her had murmured.

Sophie’s chair came to rest between two stations, and before she could think too hard about the fact that she was half-naked in a room with strangers, two attendants were already at her sides — the young man from before, and beside him another, older perhaps, dark-haired, with forearms that spoke of some other, more physical life before this one. He looked at her the way the first one had, hungry and unhurried, as though she were something to be savored rather than simply handled.

“Look at these,” he said, low, to no one and everyone, cupping her right breast in both hands with a reverence that made her flush from her collarbone up. “Perfect. Absolutely perfect.”

“She’s a natural,” the younger one agreed, already lowering his mouth to her left nipple, and the first pull of his mouth after the machine’s rhythm made her cry out before she could stop herself, the sound swallowed by the room’s soft acoustics, absorbed rather than echoed, as though the parlour itself was built to hold exactly this.

The other attendant’s hands were less gentle than the machine had been, and far less gentle than she expected — he squeezed at the base of her breast and drew his fingers up and out toward her nipple in one long, firm pull, again and again, and each pull sent a thin, warm stream of milk arcing out to spatter into the glass collection bottle set beneath her, the sound of it faintly musical, a soft percussion against glass.

“Christ, would you listen to that,” he murmured, almost to himself, watching the milk hit the bottle with an expression of open delight. “Clients would pay a fortune for tits like these. A fortune. You’ve no idea.”

Sophie didn’t know whether it was the praise or the pulling or both together, but she felt herself opening under it, the ache from before returning tenfold, made sharper by the added shame — no, not shame, she corrected herself dimly, something closer to pride, warm and unfamiliar — of being watched, being handled, being spoken about like a prize even as it happened to her.

“So loud already,” the younger attendant said against her skin, lips wet, pulling back only far enough to speak before returning his mouth to her, sucking harder now, his hand coming up to hold her breast steady as he drank, and she felt each swallow of his throat like a pulse against her own.

“She likes being told how good she is,” the other one said, and reached lower, his free hand skating down over her stomach, past the waistband of the leggings she still, absurdly, wore, until his fingers found her through the fabric, pressing where she was already slick and aching. “Don’t you.”

She couldn’t answer with words. What came out instead was a moan, high and unguarded, that seemed to satisfy him more than any answer could have, because he made a low, pleased sound of his own and pressed harder, his fingers working her through the thin fabric in slow, deliberate circles while his other hand kept milking her, kept drawing thin white streams out of her to spatter and pool in the bottle below, and all the while the younger man’s mouth stayed locked to her other breast, sucking, swallowing, murmuring soft encouragements against her skin that she couldn’t quite make into words anymore.

“That’s it,” someone said — she couldn’t tell which of them anymore, could barely tell up from down — “let it out, all of it, you’re doing so well, you’re perfect, you’re—”

The second orgasm arrived differently than the first, not a single cresting wave but something that built and built without a clear peak, his fingers circling and pressing, his mouth drawing at her, the milk running warm down the curve of her breast and over her ribs in thin rivulets she felt more than saw, and when it finally broke over her she heard herself sob with the force of it, hips bucking against the chair’s soft restraints, one hand flying out to grip the leather armrest as though she might otherwise float entirely off the earth.

Somewhere beyond her own gasping breath she heard the other women in the room — the ones she’d nearly forgotten in the storm of her own body — murmuring low, appreciative sounds, as if her pleasure had become a kind of performance they were pleased to witness, and rather than mortify her, the thought only sent one last aftershock rippling through her, small and sweet, milk still beading at her nipple even as the attendant’s mouth finally lifted away, his lips shining, his eyes dark with something like triumph.

“There she is,” he said softly, and Sophie, boneless and glowing in the wide bright room, could not for the life of her remember why she had ever thought this would be strange.

​
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They brought her to a room done up like the nicest kind of convalescence — a wide bed dressed in linen the color of clotted cream, a single lamp burning low in the corner, the air cooler here than the parlour had been, kinder to her overheated skin. Someone had draped a soft robe over her shoulders, though she hadn’t quite managed to put her arms through the sleeves, and her breasts, still tender, still faintly leaking against the toweling laid beneath her, felt heavier than they had that morning, used in a way that ached pleasantly rather than painfully, the way muscles ached after a long swim.

She lay there for what might have been ten minutes or forty, watching the lamp’s small gold circle on the ceiling, feeling her own pulse slow by degrees, feeling — and this surprised her more than anything else that had happened that day — peaceful. A woman she hadn’t met before brought her a glass of something pale and cool that tasted faintly of elderflower, and Sophie drank it without asking what it was, because it seemed absurd, after everything, to start being cautious now.

The owner came in without knocking, which somehow felt right rather than presumptuous, and settled herself into the chair beside the bed with the unhurried grace of someone who had never once needed to check whether she was welcome.

“You did beautifully,” she said. “Better than beautifully. I don’t say that to everyone who comes through, whatever they may tell you.”

Sophie felt the words land somewhere warm behind her ribs, absurdly gratified, the way she hadn’t been gratified by praise in longer than she wanted to think about. “I didn’t expect—“ she started, and stopped, because there wasn’t really a way to finish that sentence that didn’t sound faintly ridiculous. I didn’t expect to enjoy it. I didn’t expect to want to stay.

“No one ever does,” the owner said, not unkindly. “That’s rather the point.” She drew a slim leather folder from beneath her arm and set it on the edge of the bed, unopened, patient. “I’d like to offer you a place here, Sophie. A proper contract. Full membership.”

“What does that mean, exactly?”

“It means accommodation, if you’d like it — we have cottages on the grounds, better than anything you’ll find in St. Helier for the money. It means a wage that will make whatever you’re currently living on look like pocket money — our clients pay extraordinarily well, and we pass that on generously to the women who make it possible. Sessions daily, if your body can manage it, which,” a small, approving glance at Sophie’s chest, “I suspect it can. And in return, you are cared for. Worshipped, really, is the word our members tend to use. Not a bad way to spend one’s days, is it?”

Sophie thought of her house, empty except for her, the wardrobe still half full of clothes that weren’t hers to want to wear anymore, the long unstructured hours she’d been trying to fill with walks down lanes that led nowhere in particular. She thought of the two attendants’ hands on her, the praise dropping into her like coins into a well she hadn’t known was so deep, the astonishing, uncomplicated pleasure of being wanted for exactly what her body was, rather than in spite of it. She thought, with a small shameful jolt of clarity, that she had felt more like herself in that gold-lit chair, milk running down her chest while two strangers murmured perfect against her skin, than she had in the better part of a decade of marriage.

“I’d like to sign,” she said, before she could talk herself into caution.

The owner’s smile was slow and genuinely pleased, not the practiced warmth of a saleswoman closing a deal but something that looked, for just a moment, like real fondness. She opened the folder and passed Sophie a pen that was heavier than any pen ought to be, and Sophie signed where she was shown to sign, her handwriting looser than usual, her hand still not quite steady from everything the afternoon had asked of her.

“Welcome to Jersey Gold Tops,” the owner said, taking the folder back, closing it with a soft, final sound. “Properly, this time.”

Sophie lay back against the pillows once she was alone again, one hand drifting to rest against the curve of her own breast, feeling the faint, ongoing weep of milk against her palm, and found she was smiling at the ceiling like a woman with a secret. She thought of her friends — thought specifically, with a small thrill of anticipation, of the two or three who’d been circling their own quiet unhappinesses for years now, women who deserved, she thought, to feel exactly what she’d felt today: wanted, full, celebrated for the very things they’d been taught to hide or apologize for. She could already picture the message she’d send them, something light and mysterious, an invitation dressed as a joke, you won’t believe what I found out in the countryside, you have to come see for yourself — and beneath the good humor of it, something more sincere: an offering, a door she meant to hold open for them the way it had been held open for her, by a car that had known exactly where to find her.

She closed her eyes, and the last thing she thought before sleep took her, warm and easy and utterly unlike the sleep of the last exhausting months, was that she had gone out that afternoon a woman with nothing much left to be, and come home — though she hadn’t left the farm at all, not yet, not for a long while — someone entirely new. Someone gold-lit and wanted. Someone with milk in her and a future stretched out ahead of her that had nothing whatsoever to do with the life she’d been so carefully, quietly grieving.

It was, she thought, drifting, the beginning of something. And for the first time in longer than she could remember, that thought didn’t frighten her at all.
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	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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