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~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Thirty days have passed, and Valérie’s answer is inescapable. Will she claim the collar that binds her to Sigourney’s Provençal harem or slip back into Émilie Vigier’s velvet cage? As the household braces for her verdict, rival hostess Lilou unveils an illicit Black Orchard Auction that promises unparalleled pleasures and staggering profits. To outshine the spectacle, Sigourney must transform her sun-washed villa into a fortress of desire and a battlefield of influence, recruiting fresh submissives whose loyalty is as untested as their limits. Antoine wrestles with the cost of newfound dominance, Colette discovers the combustible hunger of voyeur and participant, and mercenaries Marc and Idris barter protection for a taste of the power simmering behind locked doors. 

But gold-edged invitations hide knives. Corporate spies stalk the vineyards, Émilie lures bidders with whispers of Valérie’s return, and a shadow investor threatens to expose every secret ledger. Surrender becomes negotiation, punishment becomes courtship, and trust is negotiated one bruise at a time. 

When the auction lights blaze, collars will close on more than tender throats. Alliances will calcify or collapse, and Sigourney must decide if ruling a kingdom of willing servants is worth the price of offering up her own heart forever. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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––––

The delivery van reaches the courtyard gate just after dawn, its diesel growl interrupting the soft hum of cicadas that always mark early summer in Provence. I stand with a clipboard against my chest, Colette and Valérie flanking me, Antoine a step behind with his hands clasped behind his back like a quietly watchful sentry. The driver swings the gates open, and twelve women emerge in single file—nervous, curious, or purposefully blank depending on temperament—each wearing a simple linen shift and a paper tag clipped at the collarbone. The tag shows only her first name and catalog number. We have fuller dossiers, but I want my own first impression before reading anyone else’s notes.

Adele walks at the head of the line, tall and long-limbed, ash-blond hair pinned hastily because the ride from Calais has been bumpy. Her gaze skims the villa’s walls as though she is already measuring the place. She left a tourist agency job in Boulogne after it folded; severance vanished in a month, and she chose the auction because, as she put it in her file, “yielding under clear rules beats waiting tables for unclear futures.”

Bernadette follows, shorter, brunette, with the kind of curves that will raise the paddle count tomorrow. She is from Cahors in the Lot, daughter of vintners who disapproved of her impulse to chase theater work in Paris. When the auditions never panned out, she saw an ad for Lilou Duval’s catalogue and decided to “be onstage in the way that finally pays.”

Cecile steps lightly despite her height, a rangy woman who once rowed for the University of Nantes. A bike accident ended her athletic scholarship; hospital bills nudged her here. She carries herself as though any directive might be treated like a new training regimen—precisely what some buyers prize.

Dominique is fourth, statuesque, classic Riviera blond. She owned a nail salon in Antibes until her partner siphoned the accounts and vanished. She wants capital to restart her business, and she prefers to earn it in one concentrated bid rather than years of incremental savings.

Emma, fifth, is broad-shouldered, Senegalese-French, raised in Marseille’s northern quarters and hardened by amateur boxing bouts. She projects unflinching focus but slips me a small, private smile—an athlete’s courtesy greeting another competitor. She says the auction is “just another ring, only with different stakes.”

Felice, a lanky redhead from Saint-Brieuc, has faint ink stains on her knuckles; she writes children’s fiction under a pseudonym but hasn’t cracked mainstream publication. An inheritance tax swallowed her savings. She thinks a six-month service contract might bankroll the illustrated novel she keeps on a USB in her purse.

Gisèle’s honey-blond hair frames a face more serene than her résumé suggests: she spent eight years as a trauma nurse in Lyon. Burnout, she admitted in her interview. She wants, for once, to follow instructions that do not include mortal stakes.

Héloïse comes from the rain-washed streets of Rouen, mousy brown hair pinned tight, flat-chested and almost severe until she smiles, which softens everything. A failed Ph.D. in medieval manuscripts left her with unpaid tuition. Serving under an ironclad contract appeals to her sense of orderly penance.

Isabel—actually Isabél, accent on the last syllable—was born in Nice to Tunisian parents and spent a decade guiding canyoning expeditions in the Verdon Gorge. An avalanche last spring left her with a fear she means to conquer by surrendering control instead of gripping it.

Jocelyne, just nineteen, pale blond and delicately built, comes from a goat farm outside Angers. A low milk season pushed the family toward foreclosure; she volunteered for auction after reading forums that promised good money and safer conditions than underground factory work.

Karine is petite, dark-haired, and quick-eyed, formerly a chocolatier in Bayonne until the floods ruined her shop. She tried rebuilding through bank loans; the interest buried her. The auction is her reset button.

Mariana brings up the rear, thirty-one, square-jawed, athletic—the kind of presence people call masculine until they see her move, then realize she’s simply economical. She ran security at a Toulouse nightclub and grew tired of breaking up fights for minimum wage. She wants discipline without violence, offered on terms she can read before signing.

The line stops in the courtyard circle. “Welcome,” I say, letting my voice carry but remain gentle. “I’m Sigourney. These are Colette, Valérie, and Antoine. We’ll guide you through orientation, then you’ll rest before tomorrow evening’s exhibition. Questions come later; right now, follow Colette.”

Colette bows her head and gestures toward the cloister. The new arrivals pass in twos beneath the arcade, whispers fluttering like sparrows. When they vanish into the preparation wing, I turn to my own three.

“First impressions?” I ask.

Valérie folds her arms, dark brows lifted. “Dominique moves like she already owns the space. She could unsettle bidders who want someone more obviously pliant.”

Colette nods. “I like Héloïse’s quiet. And Felice—there’s raw energy under that shyness; with polishing, she’d shine.”

Antoine waits until we look at him. “Emma and Mariana both carry themselves well. If a scene calls for endurance, they’ll outlast half the catalog.”

I glance at the retreating line. “Enough variation to satisfy any desire,” I say, then pivot to something thornier. “Antoine, may I ask you plainly, here and now—do you enjoy topping me in private while submitting to me in public?”

He meets my eyes without hesitation. “It is the perfect existence. Your authority shields me from petty challenges, my dominance grounds you when you surrender. We fit.”

I feel Valérie’s satisfied exhale behind me. “That balance is what keeps the house steady,” she offers.

Colette steps closer, voice lower. “Sigourney, tomorrow isn’t just about selling. Would you permit Valérie and me to claim one submissive each, if we find a match?”

I study her face, then Valérie’s. Both wear composure, but excitement flickers beneath. “I planned to add three permanent collars,” I remind them. “I assumed they’d be mine, but hierarchy that never grows is hierarchy that cracks. Yes—choose.”

Valérie’s smile is brief and bright. “Then we’d better select wisely.”

Antoine clears his throat, amused. “Shall we review dossiers somewhere less sun-struck?”

We move to the shaded portico, where a table holds twelve slim folders. I open Adele’s first, lay the glossy photo atop the file. “Calais, severance money gone,” I summarize. “Languages: English, passable Spanish. Zero formal BDSM exposure but meticulous references from previous employers.”

Colette flips to the health report. “Blood work clear, flexibility moderate. She wrote that she responds well to praise and structured goals. Potential for growth if someone coaches her daily.”

Valérie opens Bernadette’s folder, taps the financial statement. “She wants to send thirty percent of her earnings home to the vineyard each month. Generous, but a buyer might call it split loyalty.”

“Or admirable responsibility,” Colette counters.

Antoine skims the psychological profile of Cecile. “High pain tolerance, competitive streak, needs explicit benchmarks. Could thrive under someone who gamifies obedience.”

“In other words, you,” I tease, and he inclines his head.

Dominique’s glossy headshot shows cheekbones sharp enough to slice ribbon. Valérie studies it. “She considers herself a short-term investment. Six months, bank the fee, reopen her salon. She wrote, ‘I am here for capital, not romance.’ Straightforward, at least.”

“Straightforward can verge on mercenary,” I remark. “Bidders like passion. But some enjoy a challenge.”

Emma’s folder contains a ring-bound portfolio of fight licenses and medical imaging. Colette whistles. “Two cracked ribs this year?”

“Old injuries,” Antoine notes. “The X-rays show full healing. Her conditioning regimen is exceptional.”

Felice’s handwriting fills three pages in violet ink. “She submitted a fairy tale about a girl who becomes a swan for seven nights,” Valérie reads, intrigued. “Metaphor for transformation.”

“It means she romanticizes the experience,” I say. “That can charm bidders—or mislead them.”

Gisèle’s nurse credentials impress even me. She lists wound-care certifications, psychological-first-aid training, and a statement: I want to serve without the burden of saving lives.

“Caretaker who longs to be cared for,” Antoine says softly. “I like the symmetry.”

Héloïse’s folder is thin. She refused a formal portrait, offering a Polaroid instead. She wrote, I’d rather be readable than retouched.

Colette smiles. “I value that honesty.”

Isabel’s file includes maps of the cliffs she guided. She annotated the margins with altitude notes and personal fears. “I respect her self-awareness,” Valérie murmurs.

Jocelyne’s paperwork is sparse; her guardians signed a consent form, noting that she is an emancipated minor under provincial law. My gut tightens. “Whoever wins her must commit to education and medical oversight.”

“We could protect her better than most,” Colette says.

“True,” I admit, “but ownership should not replace parenting.”

Karine’s chocolate business plan sits beneath flood insurance rejections. She’s meticulous, passionate, but risk-averse now. “Balance of caution and creativity,” Antoine observes. “Might bond strongly with a nurturing dominant.”

Mariana’s dossier ends with a handwritten line: I want instructions that sharpen me, not dull me.

Valérie looks up. “She and Emma could be rivals if housed together.”

“I prefer synergy to rivalry,” I reply. “But managed conflict can sparkle onstage.”

Colette bites her lip, considering. “I lean toward Héloïse. She’s quiet but firm. I think I could guide her without crushing her.”

Valérie taps Dominique’s page, then shakes her head. “No—too transactional. I choose Gisèle. The warmth beneath that composure calls to me.”

Antoine raises a brow. “If each of you selects one, that leaves the third permanent collar.”

“My prerogative,” I say, closing Felice’s folder with a soft thud. “I’m drawn to Emma. Strength that welcomes command intrigues me.”

The decision settles over us like dusk. Yet I need one more check. “Remember,” I say, “choosing a submissive means accepting her history, debts, and ghosts. Tomorrow, you may find your resolve tested once bids climb.”

Colette meets my gaze. “I understand the weight of ownership now,” she says, voice steady. “It’s heavier than a collar looks.”

Valérie nods. “And sweeter.”

Antoine sets his hand on the stack. “I’ll finalize vetting tonight and tighten exterior patrols. Whoever sliced the transducer cable hasn’t shown a second time, but I won’t trust luck.”

“You rarely do,” I say, appreciating the silent comfort of his vigilance.

From inside the preparation wing, we hear subdued laughter—a good sign. I picture the twelve sitting in the grooming stations, soaking feet, sharing stories of trains and vans that delivered them here. Tomorrow they’ll stand under chandeliers, nude except for collars they’ve not yet seen, and bidders will read value into every breath. But right now, they are travelers at the threshold, and I am their temporary harbor.

I turn back to my trio. “Orientation at nine. Colette, arrange a light breakfast, no caffeine—nerves are frayed already. Valérie, posture drills in the west loggia; keep it gentle. Antoine, escort the medic through vitals.”

They peel off, purposeful. I linger, fingers resting on the folders, letting the late morning sun brush the tabletop. Twelve strangers, three soon-to-be family, nine destined for other homes—this is commerce, but it is also stewardship. I inhale lavender on the breeze, exhale doubt, and follow my people into the wing where choices, once voiced, begin their slow work of remaking all of us.
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––––

The first guests arrive as the courtyard clock strikes eight, sleek electric limousines rolling beneath iron arches wreathed in climbing roses, their tires whisper-soft on the gravel; by the time I finish a last sweep of the west loggia the lavender-scented arcades are already alive with low conversation, gilt invitation cards flashing like fish scales in discreet hands, and I can feel the building tension in the shift of air itself, a faint static that trails each footstep. 

Marc and Idris drift through the crowd with a predator’s unhurried calm—dark suits, earpieces, nothing ornamental—yet their very stillness makes people notice them too late; I watch Idris accept a silver clutch from a Milanese banker’s wife, dip two fingers inside, and produce a lipstick tube whose cap unscrews to reveal a micro-lens, then offer the bag back with a courteous incline of his head and no further comment, confiscated item vanishing into an inner pocket.  Marc, closer to the entry gate, palms a felt pouch from a hedge-fund founder’s valet and opens it to show a phial of pale liquid; the owner blusters—“It was to settle nerves”—until Marc simply tilts the glass so the oily meniscus glints violet under the lanterns, unmistakable gamma-hydroxy shimmer, and the man turns the exact shade of the evening sky.  No fuss, no scene: the vial and its potential damage disappear, and the banker’s wallet grows lighter by the amount printed on the fine for contraband. 

I breathe easier knowing such sloppiness is already neutralized, but I do not linger at the arcade threshold; I move to the first viewing platform where a ribbon of black marble leads toward the raised circle that will be tonight’s stage.  Antoine stands at its far edge with the twelve women, each nude except for the linen practice collars we fitted this morning, each collar now replaced by the slim steel ring engraved with a simple number—lot one through twelve—so that the bidders will focus on the bodies and the stories instead of names they have not yet earned the right to know.  The stage lights have been cooled to a steady amber that flatters every skin tone and leaves no mind free to wonder whether flaws are hidden in shadow; I paid dearly for a lighting designer who understands such psychology. 

Antoine catches my eye across the distance and lifts two fingers: ready in two minutes.  I nod once, then turn to find Colette and Valérie waiting in the curtained alcove behind me, gowns sleek and identical except for color—Colette in storm-blue silk, Valérie in deep wine—both wearing the discrete pearl chokers that mark them as senior submissives, yet tonight also as bidders with house credit. 

“Remember,” I tell them, voice low but steady, “when you raise your paddle, you do so for yourself; do not look to me for confirmation.  You chose your targets yesterday; trust your judgment.” 

Colette presses a palm against her ribs.  “Trust is easier in the kitchen than under chandeliers,” she admits, but her smile is wry, not frightened. 

Valérie glances toward the silhouetted line of women.  “We will not disappoint the house,” she says, then adds, softer, “or ourselves.” 

I want to answer, to reassure, yet the house steward signals with a subtle hand sweep: guests are seated, murmurs damping to a hush.  The musicians strike a single sustained chord on strings tuned just below concert pitch so the resonance crawls pleasantly along bone.  Antoine lifts his chin, says something I cannot hear, and the first woman steps forward. 

Lot One—Adele—walks the arc of black marble with a poise that has nothing to do with performance training and everything to do with absolute commitment; I remember her dossier noting minimal BDSM exposure, yet her body knows how to occupy space politely but unapologetically.  The spotlight locks on her; ninety seconds begin.  She circles the perimeter of the dais, chin level, arms loose.  I hear the first intake of breath from the front row: a baron’s daughter who once told me bluntly she collects girls like other women collect shoes.  Good, interest blooms early.  Adele pauses at each quarter turn, offering profile, rear, and three-quarter.  When the timer chimes, she steps back to the marble ribbon and waits, hands clasped behind her. 

Antoine murmurs to her, low praise, then gestures forward, Lot Two—Bernadette.  Colette’s breath hitches.  I know why: the Cahors vintner’s daughter is an aesthetic opposite to Colette’s own fine-boned delicacy, lush where Colette is compact, but there is something about Bernadette’s frank eyes that speaks to my chef’s protective streak.  The crowd responds to the curves; the murmurs deepen, then spike at the slow turn, revealing a tattoo of grape leaves curling under one breast.  The baroness’s fan snaps open, a coded signal to staff to fetch the first round of champagne—and to her advisors to ready funds. 

Ninety seconds pass; Bernadette exits with a small private exhalation, only I notice.  Lot Three—Cecile—emerges, her athlete’s shoulders rolling, each footfall exact.  Antoine has coached her on lowering the competitive energy; she moves now with a different tempo, measured, as though counting strokes on the rowing ergometer she once owned.  A bidder in the third row whispers something to his companion, and I catch the words *pain tolerance*; interest from the sadists’ corner.  Good again. 

Behind me, I hear Colette speak under her breath.  “Héloïse is number eight.  I will not jump early.” 

“Discipline,” I remind her gently. 

Valérie remains silent, studying each lot with a dancer’s critical eye, no twitch betraying which one calls to her heart. 

Dominique steps beneath the light next, and even I feel the stage tighten; her posture is queenly, unmistakable.  Some bidders frown—too self-possessed—but others lean forward, especially the couple from Luxembourg who prize short lucrative contracts.  Dominique bends at the waist in a flawless forty-five-degree tableau that displays submission while refusing abasement.  I savor the controlled audacity; the timer dings, and she withdraws like a tide. 

Emma’s turn: the boxer’s walk is spare, shoulders pinned, each muscle alive.  A light scar on her ribcage catches the glow.  The hedge-fund founder who lost his vial of GHB earlier sits up, interest reignited, and I mark his reaction; that man enjoys stories of physical hardship.  My own pulse lifts.  Emma is the woman I plan to claim—if my purse will allow once the room catches her mettle. 

Lot Six—Felice—floats in next, long hair bright under the lamps.  She pauses at center stage to hold her palms open, ink stains visible to the last row, a silent declaration of vocation.  The literary agents I invited for spectacle murmur approvals; a different buyer writes something on a digital slate.  Felice’s softness is deceptive, I know; there is iron in the spine that wrote those fairy tales. 

I lean toward Colette and whisper, “Your rival for Héloïse may change her mind after seeing Felice.” 

She nods once, thoughtful.  “She is dreamier than I expected.  I might adjust.” 

Gisèle walks out seventh, waves lapping in Lyonnais calm.  Her nurse’s composure reads like kindness, and a cluster of conservative Swiss patrons visibly relax; they prefer submissives who look like caregivers, not provocateurs.  Gisèle’s eyes pass over the crowd with a tranquil confidence that could either raise bids or stall them; everything depends on whether the room reads that serenity as depth or distance. 

Then Héloïse appears—lot eight—and Colette’s hand tightens on her paddle.  The Rouen scholar looks smaller than the others, though her file lists average height; perhaps humility folds her inwards.  She stands at the dais center and lifts her gaze only after the first ten seconds, revealing a face illumined by quiet intelligence.  A hush courses through the rows.  Colette inhales; her lips part.  I feel her need to shepherd this one, to coax a shy academic into confident obedience. 

“Wait for opening price,” I murmur. 

She nods, but her pulse is visible in her throat. 

Isabel takes the floor next, body burnished from sun and climbing chalk dust.  She rolls her shoulders once, unconsciously, testing phantom harness lines, then stills.  The canyon guide’s file mentions mild acrophobia after the avalanche; surrender is her way of confronting it.  The crowd leans in—story matters as much as flesh to them. 

Jocelyne steps out, the youngest, and the atmosphere shifts.  I ensured her collar glimmers with a single sapphire—visual shorthand for protected status; bidders will tread carefully.  She walks slowly, uncertainty masked by determination.  A Danish heiress in row two smiles warmly, encouraging safe bidders, not predators.  I exhale. 

Karine follows, small and dark, her chocolatier’s hands curling unconsciously as though tempering cocoa in the air.  She glances left, catches Valérie’s gaze—something passes between them, admiration or recognition of shared meticulousness—and Valérie’s fingers brush her paddle, first overt tell of desire. 

Lastly, Mariana strides out, movement almost military, and immediately the crowd’s energy spikes, half hunting, half wary.  She plants her feet center stage, lowers to one knee without being asked, and bows her head exactly five seconds, then rises.  The gesture is disciplined, not theatrical.  I hear Antoine’s soft exhalation—he appreciates the elegance of voluntary reverence. 

With the twelve displayed, Antoine guides them to the perimeter bleachers carved from stone just beyond the main arc, seating them by number and leaving each profile visible for the bidders to study.  The auctioneer—Lilou herself, tonight—steps onto the small rostrum, gold gavel glinting.  Through the side curtain, I glimpse her taut smile; she smells victory already.  Let her.  Battles are won in the bidding, not the opening tableau. 

I turn to my two protégées.  “You have seen how the room breathes,” I say.  “Know your ceilings.  If the price climbs beyond reason, yield.” 

Colette’s chin lifts.  “Héloïse will be mine,” she answers, soft but certain. 

Valérie’s gaze rests on Gisèle, then flicks to Karine: a double choice still unresolved.  “I will listen to the current,” she says. 

I inhale lavender, exhale nerves, and glance across the aisle where Antoine now stands behind the seated lots, arms folded, body still but alert, a sentinel of my design who tops me in private yet kneels to me in daylight; the paradox steadies me as ever.  I wonder whether my girls are ready for ownership, for the weight of another’s need, the daily mathematics of pleasure and responsibility, but the wondering delights me more than it worries me because growth requires risk, and risk is currency we spend freely here. 

Lilou taps the microphone; the room falls to breath-held silence.  “Ladies and gentlemen,” she says, voice smooth as chilled Sauternes, “Lot Number One opens at fifty thousand euros.” 

Adele rises, steps into the light again.  The paddles lift—eight, ten, twelve—price climbing like yeast in summer heat.  The game has begun.  I grip my paddle’s stem, feel the lacquer warm beneath my fingers, and wait, heart loud in my ears but mind already calculating how many bids I must win tonight and what new constellations of loyalty will emerge when morning drains the champagne from every vein in the villa.

~ ~ ~

The first gavel crack hangs in the air like a spark, and Adele’s price shoots from the opening fifty thousand to eighty in the space of three heartbeats, an escalation driven by the baroness in front and a quiet Singaporean collector in row four who never raises so much as an eyebrow as he lifts his paddle.  I keep my own paddle still; I have no room for Adele in the plans I have laid, but I watch the numbers climb because every sale recalibrates the room’s appetite and teaches me what frenzy costs.  The baroness takes her at ninety-two, applause ripples, champagne is poured, and Lilou’s voice smooths the edges of greed as she thanks “our gracious bidders.”

Bernadette is next, and Colette’s grip tightens until her knuckles pale; I lean close just long enough to murmur that her ceiling is her own, not mine, then fall silent.  The vintner’s daughter steps into the light and the room sighs—the lush swell of hip, the ivylike tattoo, the parted lips that promise heat without theatrics—and the opening bid of forty feels almost insulting.  Paddles bloom.  Colette enters at sixty with number twelve; a Luxembourger counters with sixty-five; the baroness, flushed with her first win, tests seventy.  Colette waits, eyes fixed on Bernadette’s steady stance, and raises to seventy-five.  A beat of hush.  The Luxembourger concedes with a nod; the baroness lifts her crystal flute instead of her paddle.  Hammer falls: Lot Two to paddle twelve at seventy-five thousand.  Colette exhales, champagne tears in her eyes, and I see the first flash of something fierce and proprietary in her expression.

Cecile opens at thirty-five and rockets to eighty under pressure from the sadist cabal in row three, who clearly want her athlete’s endurance; I leave the tussle to them and watch Lilou rake the room with practiced charm as she coaxes bids upward like a conductor coaxing crescendos.  Dominique fetches a cool one-hundred even from the Luxembourg couple; Felice charms an Italian publisher who matches the baroness’s earlier ninety-two without blinking.  Then Lot Five—Emma—steps forward, shoulders squared, rib scar gleaming under amber light, and I feel every nerve end focus.

Lilou starts her at fifty; I wait through two inconsequential paddles and enter at sixty, steady wrist, no hesitation.  The hedge-fund founder jumps to seventy-five, perhaps eager to recover ego after Idris lifted his knockout vial; I answer with ninety and see his nostrils flare.  Champagne circulates again, murmurs thicken, and Lilou, sensing blood, calls for silence before inviting a hundred.  My paddle lifts.  One-ten from the founder.  I raise to one-twenty; my limit sits at one-fifty, but knowing it is one thing, feeling the arithmetic churn behind my sternum is another.  Row three offers one-thirty.  Lilou purrs encouragement.  I go to one-forty.  The founder’s paddle pauses mid-air, indecision plain as sweat on his upper lip.  He lowers it.  Hammer drops: Lot Five to paddle seven—me—at one-forty thousand euros.  Emma bows once, expression unreadable but eyes bright, and steps aside.

Gisèle enters next and, after a steady climb to sixty, Valérie joins at sixty-five.  A cautious Swiss financier dabbles at seventy; Valérie lifts to seventy-five, patience embodied.  The financier hesitates, confers with his wife, then yields.  Gisèle is Valérie’s at seventy-five, and the calm in my dancer’s face looks like sunrise after months of rehearsal. 

Héloïse opens at a modest forty and Colette, emboldened by her first win, tries not to appear overeager yet enters at forty-five all the same.  Two other bidders test her resolve—one American surgeon, one Berlin gallerist—but Colette counters each time in increments that show she has learned restraint.  At sixty, the surgeon bails; at sixty-five, the gallerist smiles and waves a courteous surrender.  Lilou hammers the deal: Héloïse to paddle twelve at sixty-five, and Colette’s sigh shakes strands of hair loose from her careful knot.

Isabel, Jocelyne, Karine, and Mariana close the catalog in a burst of competitive fervor that sees Jocelyne placed with the Danish heiress, Karine claimed by a Parisian maître chocolatier who evidently intends to rebuild her business for her, Isabel won by a Saudi princess who collects adventure guides as companions, and Mariana—predictably—snapped up by the sadists’ row for one-fifteen.  Champagne fountains pop; papers change hands; collars receive temporary lead ribbons that trail behind each new owner in a parade of victory. 

The moment Lilou declares the auction complete, the tension in the villa releases like a coiled spring cut free.  Music softens from the driving strings to a languid jazz quartet; staff sweep in with trays of duck confit tartlets and miniature lavender crème brûlée.  Winners shepherd their prizes toward private salons reserved for first interviews; others drift outside to smoke under the stars.  I gather Emma’s leash in my left hand and feel the warmth of her skin through the supple lead. 

“Welcome home,” I tell her in a voice meant for her alone. 

She lowers her gaze.  “Thank you, Mistress Sigourney.”  Her accent rounds the vowels of my name; she has read the packet, then, and knows protocol. 

Colette appears at my elbow, Héloïse following with deliberate grace.  “Permission to escort her to the library for intake?” Colette asks. 

“Granted.  Twenty minutes, then the tour.” 

Valérie glides past with Gisèle, whose serene eyes take inventory of halls as though triaging potential emergencies.  The nurse dips her head politely at me; Valérie’s answering smile flickers but already glows with new responsibility. 

Antoine joins me in the corridor.  “Security sweep clean,” he reports, voice pitched so Emma hears confidence but not details.  “Guests funneled to carriages at half past ten.  Marc and Idris hold the west gate.” 

“Excellent,” I reply.  “I’ll be in my chambers initiating first protocol.” 

He touches two fingers to the underside of my wrist, a miniature salute seen by no one else, then turns to shadow a cluster of high-spending patrons until they exit.

I guide Emma up the main staircase, railed in wrought iron, cooled by evening air.  She keeps half a step behind, leash slack, body disciplined but not tense.  At the landing, she hesitates beside a painting of sun-burned fields—a Van Gogh imitation by a local artist—and whispers, “Was that always here?” 

The question startles; few new slaves risk unscheduled speech.  I indulge it because curiosity, directed, becomes useful.  “It was my first purchase for the house,” I say.  “I keep it as a reminder that authenticity is priceless, but honest craftsmanship can still move the heart.” 

She studies the brushwork one heartbeat longer, nods, then resumes a silent pace.  I sense she treasures stories; I file that knowledge for later leverage. 

My bedroom occupies the east tower, accessible only through twin oak doors carved with olive branches.  Inside, candles gutter in hurricane glass.  The four-poster bed remains unmade from last night’s rehearsal fatigue; I leave it as is; imperfection has pedagogical value.  I slip the leash from Emma’s collar and gesture to the carpet runner.  She kneels instantly, thighs parted, hands palm-up on her knees: a fighter’s respect adapted into elegance.

“Tell me three rules you expect to follow tonight,” I say. 

She answers without pause.  “Obedience without hesitation.  Speech only to clarify or respond.  Gratitude for correction.” 

“What discipline motivates you best?” 

“Position drills.  Repetition until movement becomes breath.” 

I smile, knowing we will get on well.  I walk around her, toes brushing the nap of the carpet, taking inventory just as bidders did downstairs, but now with ownership thick in my lungs.  The scar along her rib is pink, healed.  Her musculature hums under candlelight.  “Stand.”  She stands.  “Arms out.”  She extends her arms; I fit leather cuffs, snug but not binding yet.  I retrieve a silk rope, ivory against her sepia skin, and begin a simple chest harness—nothing elaborate, only the outline of a claim.  Each knot cinches the space between us tighter; the scent of her skin rises, salt and faint bergamot. 

“Do you regret accepting my bid?” I ask when the harness sits flush. 

“No, Mistress.” 

“Why?” 

“Because you paid in full.”  She lifts her eyes to meet mine, steady, no challenge.  “And you looked at me like a person, not a trophy.” 

Heat coils low in my abdomen; honesty is a blade that cuts straight to appetite.  I hook a finger through the front knot and tug until her breath stutters.  “You will be my trophy and my fighter both.  Do you accept the dual weight?” 

“Yes.”  The word lands like an oath.

I make her walk the perimeter of my room, each step silent, shoulders square, rope framing her ribs.  After one circuit, I halt her beside the dresser.  “Hands on wood.  Spread.”  She obeys; I inspect stance, adjust ankle distance with a toe.  I fetch a short bamboo cane, its surface oiled to a matte sheen. 

“You sparred for money,” I say, testing flex with a quick wrist flick.  “Pain is not foreign.” 

“Pain is feedback,” she answers, muscles already braced. 

“Good.  Count ten.” 

The cane lands across the upper thigh—a line of red blooms.  “One.”  Her voice stays level.  Second strike, fraction higher.  “Two.”  By six, her breath hitches; by eight, sweat beads along her spine; at ten, she finishes the last syllable on an exhale that sounds like a boxer’s hiss through a mouthguard. 

I place the cane on the dresser, palm the heated welt, and feel her tense ease into trust.  “Rule reaffirmed,” I say.  She whispers thanks.  I guide her onto the bed, leaving rope and cuffs intact, and place a folded blanket beneath her hips.  My mouth finds the stripe on her thigh, kiss imprint cooling fire with breath. 

For long minutes, there is only the rhythm of my hands and her body receiving, bending, asking without words.  Somewhere downstairs, glassware clinks, distant laughter lingers in corridors, but here the night has narrowed to the warm silence of two people discovering the language that flints between dominance and relief.  When her legs tremble, I slow, let her catch the wave, then murmur permission; the climax arrives not as a shout but as a deep shiver, a fighter’s silent glove tapped to the mat. 

I untie the harness, massage circulation back into her arms, and curl beside her while she drinks from the bottle I hold to her lips.  “Drink,” I remind.  She obeys, swallowing twice before resting her head on my thigh. 

Only then do I allow my thoughts to travel the villa: Colette likely seated with Héloïse in the leather-bound hush of the library, coaxing the scholar to read rulebooks aloud between sips of herbal tea; Valérie, ever patient, guiding Gisèle through a meticulous tour of first-aid cabinets and aftercare supplies, turning clinical knowledge into ritual.  Antoine patrols the corridors, silent as a shadow, protecting the fragile first hours of every new bond.  The thought soothes me even as it sparks curiosity—how will Colette handle her first real resistance, how will Valérie harness serenity without smoothing it into dullness—but such questions can wait.  Tonight, my own prize lies pliant yet unbroken across my sheets, and responsibility begins with presence.

I run fingers through Emma’s short hair until her breathing slows to baseline.  “Tomorrow we draft your standing contract,” I say quietly.  “Tonight is calibration.  If at any point you feel unsafe, you will say ‘stoplight.’  Understood?”

“Understood, Mistress.”  Her voice is ragged but sure. 

I smile at the ceiling’s fresco—doves in flight—and think of the house stretching its wings anew.  Twelve arrived, three remain as family, nine depart in other hands; the arithmetic closes, yet possibilities multiply.  I do not know how Colette will refine Héloïse’s humility into strength, or how Gisèle’s calm will catalyze Valérie’s discipline, but I trust the equations we have begun.  My own sum starts here, tracing slow circles across a fighter’s cooling skin, counting breaths that will, by dawn, map the first stanza of a story neither of us could write alone.

Candle stubs gutter.  I rise to bolt the doors, return, and pull a quilt over us both.  Emma shifts, seeking my heat, and I let her.  Outside, the last carriage crunches down the gravel drive; the house settles.  Tomorrow will demand protocol reviews, collar fittings, estate tours—but tonight the villa belongs to our quiet triumphs, each room a seed of future loyalty taking root in hush and heartbeat.  I close my eyes, content to let speculation fade beneath the steady, grounding weight of duty fulfilled and desire just beginning its slow, bright bloom.
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Dawn turns the shutters of my study into pale columns of gold, narrow shafts that stripe the parquet and make the inkwell on my writing desk glimmer like black honey.  I have brewed coffee strong enough to rouse a legion, though none of the women who will walk through this door are allowed more than a single demitasse; contracts require clear heads.  The house is quiet except for a faint percussion of footfalls in the distant kitchen—Colette marshaling croissants for later—and the muted thump of a medicine ball in the east courtyard where Antoine and Emma have warmed up with shadow-boxing stretches.  I draw a deep breath, uncork my fountain pen, and glance at the first of three provisional agreements spread side by side: thirty-day terms, renewable, each sprinkled with blanks for limits, goals, and special clauses that tailor obedience to the submissive’s temperament. 

At seven precisely, Emma knocks—rap-rap, decisive—and enters when I answer.  Sweat still shines on her shoulders from the courtyard drill, but she smells of cedar soap, brisk and clean.  She takes the offered chair opposite me, careful to lower herself without slouching.  No collar this morning; negotiations happen as free women, a ritual that keeps consent embedded in power. 

“Contract read?” I ask, sliding her copy forward. 

“Twice.”  She folds her hands, knuckles scarred from past bouts, and meets my gaze without challenge.  “The duration is clear.  Training schedule, too.  I have two points of amendment.” 

“State them.” 

“Clause six—nutrition.  Your baseline is two thousand calories.  My training output requires closer to twenty-eight hundred if you expect me to maintain strength.” 

I nod; a reasonable correction.  “Agreed.  We’ll adjust menus with Colette.” 

“Clause nine—public discipline.  It limits heavy impact to private spaces.  I want the leeway for demonstrations if you choose to display our sessions.” 

“You wish to be struck in public?” 

“I wish not to limit your options.”  She says it evenly, pragmatically, like asking for extra rounds on a heavy bag. 

I imagine the tableau: Emma’s broad shoulders striped crimson under ambient light, audience hushed not by cruelty but by the clean geometry of strength meeting will.  The visual thrills me.  “I accept,” I say, and add a sentence: *Heavy impact in public permissible at Owner’s discretion.* 

She signs without flourish, E. Diop, script small and firm.  I sign beneath, date, blot the ink.  “Stand,” I instruct.  When she rises, I circle her once, press the warm steel ring of her interim collar against her neck, and buckle it snug.  “For the next thirty days, you are mine alone.” 

“Yes, Mistress.”  The phrase lands like a boxer’s glove tap—respect, not submission alone. 

I lift her chin with two fingers.  “About our hierarchy: I own every collar in this villa, including Colette and Valérie.  Colette, in turn, owns Héloïse; Valérie owns Gisèle.  Your obedience flows upward through me, but you will show courtesy to their authority as senior sisters.” 

Emma’s nod is crisp.  “Chain of command is familiar territory.” 

“And Antoine,” I add, letting the pen rest across my knuckles, “is submissive to me in public, yet in private, I cede power; he tops me behind closed doors.  You may see that contradiction and wonder—do not.  It is deliberate balance.”

A flicker of understanding crosses her face, a fighter recognizing a sparring pattern.  “Dichotomy trains reflexes,” she says. 

“Exactly.  Return to the courtyard.  Stretch, hydrate, then report to me for induction drills at ten.” 

She bows her head—brief, respectful—and leaves.  The door thuds shut.  I exhale, roll my shoulders, and reset the blotter.  The second agreement waits.

Héloïse arrives five minutes early, knocking softly as if requesting entry to a chapel archive.  She wears a linen shift borrowed from Colette and carries a small notebook stuffed with colored flags.  Glasses slide down the bridge of her nose; she pushes them back with the tip of a finger before sitting. 

“Good morning,” she whispers, voice nearly swallowed by the room. 

“Good morning,” I echo, softer so she needn’t reach.  “Questions?” 

She consults a page.  “In clause three, you list *compulsory daily reflection.*  May I keep written journals instead of oral recaps?” 

“Written is acceptable if Colette approves the format.  Your owner must read them.” 

“Yes, Madame.”  Another note flipped.  “Clause five—*language use.*  I would like permission to address Colette in Old French for linguistic drills, provided I supply translations.” 

I blink, charmed by the eccentricity.  “Granted.  But in common rooms, modern French or English, so the household understands.” 

She jots the addition.  “Thank you.  Clause eight concerns corporal punishment.  It references ‘moderate’ intensity.  Could we append an upper threshold measured in strokes?  Precision prevents anxiety.” 

I understand the scholar’s need for parameters.  “Ten strokes per session unless escalated by mutual consent,” I suggest. 

“Agreed.”  She signs with a fountain pen she produces from her notebook, burgundy ink, meticulous calligraphy.  I countersign, and she exhales, tension sliding off her shoulders like a cardigan.

“Stand.”  She rises.  I fasten the slim steel tag marked *8* to her linen choker.  “Remember hierarchy: I own you through Colette; her word carries my authority.” 

Héloïse’s eyes gleam with relief as structure crystallizes.  “I will serve her diligently.” 

“And you will respect Antoine’s posture drills even if he looks to you for academic trivia.”  My smile softens the warning. 

She blushes lightly.  “I will.”

“Excellent.  Find Colette in the conservatory; she’s plating fruit for breakfast.” 

She departs in quiet steps. 

Gisèle’s entrance is silent save for the click of the door latch.  She carries no notebook, no pen; her presence is a still pond.  She sits after a shallow curtsey and folds her hands on the desk. 

“You have read the contract?” I ask. 

“Memorized.”  Her Lyonnais accent rounds the consonants.  “I propose three clarifications.” 

She counts on slender fingers.  “First, Clause two—medical boundaries.  Insert explicit veto over breath-play unless a licensed medic is in the room.” 

“Approved.”  I jot it down immediately. 

“Second, add a standing order that I may pause any scene to render aid if another submissive is in acute distress.” 

“Approved, with the caveat that you signal Valérie first to assume consent continuity.” 

“Understood.” 

“Third?” 

“Data hygiene.  I will maintain a confidential health ledger for all household members, anonymized upon request, encrypted on a dedicated tablet.” 

Trust tempered by professionalism.  “Perfect.  Provide Antoine with the encryption key for contingency.” 

She nods once, signs with brisk strokes—no flourish.  I countersign.  I slip her interim collar around her neck; the steel rings softly. 

“You belong to me,” I say, “and through me, to Valérie for day-to-day command.” 

“I welcome her guidance.”  No smile, but warmth threads her tone. 

I lean back, pen between knuckles.  “Hierarchy review: All chains ascend to me.  Antoine submits publicly but is my dominant in private.  This duality models consent’s fluidity; you will not gossip or speculate.” 

“Confidentiality is implicit,” she replies. 

“Good.  Report to Valérie in the small studio.  Ballet stretches begin in fifteen.” 

She rises, offers a crisp nod, and leaves me alone with the scent of ink and fresh coffee cooling in its porcelain cup.

I close the three folders, stack them neatly, and feel the satisfying click of order settling into place.  Emma, pragmatic fighter; Héloïse, precise pilgrim of knowledge; Gisèle, guardian in nurse’s whites—all under contract, all collared.  The villa’s hierarchy now stands thus: I at the apex; Antoine, Colette, and Valérie in the next tier, each with distinct authority; below them Emma, Héloïse, and Gisèle.  Outside the formal tree remain Marc and Idris—security outside the pleasure chain—plus the nine submissives sold last night, already departed with new owners and new futures.

I push back from the desk and stare out the mullioned window.  The sun climbs over lavender rows, brushing violet onto green.  I think of Antoine, who will knock tonight and shut the world out and string rope across my shoulders until I forget Latin names for every muscle.  In public, he kneels, a collar of brushed steel that signals deference, yet behind my bedroom doors, his hand finds my throat, and I fall gladly into the abyss only he seems able to map.  Some might call it a contradiction; I call it tension that holds the arch of a life aloft. 

Soft bootsteps in the corridor break reverie.  Antoine enters without knocking—allowed here—and sets a small tray on the desk: fresh carafe, slice of toasted brioche smeared with honey.  He glances at the signed contracts.  “All three compliant?” 

“And clever,” I say, sipping.  “They understand the stakes.” 

He studies my face.  “You relish the paperwork almost as much as the collar and leash.” 

I smile over the rim of the cup.  “Ink is another kind of binding.” 

“May I ask a question?” he says, voice low. 

“Always, in private.” 

“Will you show Emma your vulnerable side soon, or keep her focused on endurance?” 

I consider this.  “She respects strength.  Vulnerability comes later, when her loyalty no longer hinges on demonstrations.” 

He nods, satisfied, and reaches to draw a thumb across my lower lip, collecting a shine of honey, then placing it against his own tongue.  The intimacy is quiet thunder.  He steps back, mask of public deference sliding into place.  “Breakfast in the orangery in ten,” he says, voice formal again. 

“I’ll be there.” 

He withdraws, leaving the door ajar so household sounds flow in: Colette’s laughter, Valérie’s measured French giving ballet cues, Emma’s crisp salute after a punch, Héloïse reciting declensions under her breath, Gisèle’s gentle hum as she counts pulse beats.  New music woven into an old score, my villa tuning to fresh notes. 

I gather the contracts, seal them in the leather folio I keep locked in the study safe, and tuck the key into my pocket.  The morning sun has climbed higher now, flooding the hallway.  Time to feed bodies, test resolve, and watch the architecture of ownership hold under the weight of living hearts.

~ ~ ~

We dine in the orangery because the night is soft and the glass roof holds the day’s warmth without turning the room into a kiln, and because the citrus trees filter the lamplight into calm; Colette serves a simple menu that smells of patience rather than ambition—grilled sea bream with fennel and lemon, a salad of shaved artichokes and parmesan, small potatoes roasted in duck fat—and the seven of us take our places according to the order we agreed on this morning, owners at the long sides, new collars on the bench that faces the garden, Antoine at the near end where he can read faces without craning.  Emma sits between Héloïse and Gisèle with her hands resting on her thighs and her eyes forward; the rule for tonight is listening until called upon, and they keep it with admirable concentration, forks moving when we cue them to eat, water glasses lifted only after I lift mine, small rehearsals of obedience woven into an ordinary meal.

“We’ll talk about the welcome rituals while we eat,” I say, passing a basket of bread to Valérie and meeting the new women’s eyes one by one so there is no mistake about the protocol.  “You three will hear us first, then I’ll ask each of you to say how the day felt and what you learned; until then, stay quiet and attentive.” 

Colette nods and keeps her hands folded for the moment, the professional discipline that commands her kitchen now directed toward her own voice; Valérie raises her glass to wet her lips but does not rush to speak; Antoine watches the way Emma squares her shoulders each time I look her way, a guard dog taking stock of a new yard and already choosing where to stand.

“I’ll start,” I say, and the room stills a fraction more because they know I mean to report honestly, not flatter.  “Emma’s welcome was endurance and breath, nothing decorative, only the work of mapping how strength meets instruction; I ran her through planks in thirty-second increments up to five minutes, then wall sits at ninety degrees until tremors became information rather than panic, then a slow walk around the room with a silk rope harness to teach her how to carry restriction as if it were her own choice.  I watched for the place where pride turns into show, and she never crossed it; she counted quietly, she kept eye contact when asked, she used her breath like a tool.  I gave her ten with the cane at the end because I wanted a baseline for her pain language, and she counted clear to ten without swallowing the numbers, which tells me she won’t pretend for me, and I value that.”

Colette exhales a small smile, proud of the clarity, then folds herself into the conversation with a measured posture that tells me she is still thinking more about accuracy than effect.  “Héloïse’s welcome was silence and reading, just as we planned; I sat her on the kneeling bench, spine stacked, bookrest set at the correct angle, and gave her two pages of Old French from a manuscript she chose this morning—The Rule of Saint Benedict translated by a fourteenth-century scribe from the abbey at Jumièges—and I asked her to read it to herself without moving her lips.  Every three minutes, I tapped her shoulder to test whether the posture held, and when her neck began to tighten, we shifted the angle five degrees and continued.  I corrected her once for letting the book tilt, a light tap on the inside of her elbow, and she took the cue without flinch or apology.  At the end, I had her paraphrase the passage in modern French while keeping the posture; her voice stayed calm, and her summary was correct.  She needs measurable frames to relax inside, so I built them, and she relaxed.”

Valérie rests her elbow lightly on the table and steeples her fingers, eyes on Gisèle as if replaying the afternoon in her mind before she gives it words.  “Gisèle’s welcome was touch without demand; I warmed jojoba oil with three drops of chamomile, laid two towels across the massage table, and told her she would not be asked to perform, only to report sensation and make requests.  I mapped her back first, long strokes to meet the paraspinals, then friction across the scapulae, then slow circles over the sacrum and down the iliotibial bands; I stopped whenever I felt tissue guarding and asked her to breathe into my hand until the resistance softened.  She told me when the pressure was too sharp or too shallow, and she told me once to pause so she could drink water, which I liked because it meant the caretaker in her trusts me enough to let me take care.  Antoine observed from the corner and made two notes about the angle of my wrists and the way I stabilized her shoulder before gliding through the axilla—small corrections that kept the work clinical, not theatrical.”

Antoine sets down his fork and wipes his mouth with the corner of his napkin, the gesture tidy and unassuming, his voice as even as if he were reciting fenestration measurements.  “Valérie’s body mechanics are sound; she protected her thumbs and kept her neck neutral, and when Gisèle flinched, she backed off pressure immediately instead of coaxing, which tells me she understands that consent is dynamic, not a form to be signed once.  Colette’s bench height for Héloïse was off by a hair until midway; she saw it and adjusted before I pointed it out; very good.  Sigourney’s cane landed on Emma with consistent spacing and control; count stayed steady; Emma’s posterior chain fatigues in a predictable pattern after ninety seconds of static hold, which gives us a training baseline for security drills.  In sum, none of the welcomes confused intimacy with spectacle; you taught first and impressed second, which is the correct order.”

We eat for a while after that in a companionable hush that is not reverent so much as focused, the kind of silence that attends small good work well done, and when the fish is gone and the salad is a scatter of oil-slicked leaves and the potatoes are only salt crystals on a plate, I tap my knife once against my glass and watch the three new women straighten like students at an oral exam.

“Now you,” I say.  “Speak in turn.  Emma first.”

Emma places her fork parallel to her knife and folds her hands again; she looks at me, not at the table.  “You set a task and you held me there until I stopped negotiating with the pain and started counting it,” she says, voice low but sure.  “It felt honest.  I did not feel on display even though you watched everything.  I learned that you will not let my pride trick me into failure, and I learned that I can still find breath when my legs shake.” 

I nod once, feeling the warm click of an answer that matches the question I thought I asked.  “Héloïse.”

She swallows and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, a gesture that would look girlish if not for the grave attention in her eyes.  “Colette’s rules made a small quiet room inside my chest,” she says.  “The Latin syllables braided with the French in my head, and holding the posture while I paraphrased kept the words from floating away.  I learned that my back has limits and that Colette sees them before I do, and I learned that I like following instructions that make my mind work while my body obeys.” 

Colette’s mouth softens into something that’s almost tenderness, and she looks down before anyone reads too much in it.

“Gisèle,” I say.

She does not look away from Valérie; she holds her owner’s gaze and gives the report with the concision of a nurse handing off a patient.  “My tissue responded to heat and slow pressure; the right scapula released after three passes; hydration changed the way the fascia accepted glide; I asked for adjustments, and they were granted without commentary.  I learned that I am allowed to be a body in a room and not a nurse on call, and I learned that Valérie’s hands make me feel calm without making me numb.” 

Valérie’s breath leaves her in a whisper.  “Good,” she says, and the word is praise shaped like a pebble that will sink and continue its work on the bottom.

We finish with small bowls of cherries and a pale cheese that smells of clean hay, and the conversation shifts to schedules and small logistics—the best hour for reading drills, whether the east studio runs too warm in late afternoon, how many liters of mineral water to keep by the security station—and through it all I watch Emma watch me, not with challenge but with the measured focus of an athlete watching the person who will call the next round, and when the plates are cleared and the wine is corked and the murmuring in the garden has thinned to a few staff voices, I stand and let my chair legs make their small scrape on the tile.

“Thank you for dinner,” I say to Colette, and she gives a small bow from the waist.  “Valérie, walk Gisèle through the night routine.  Héloïse, you will read for twenty minutes and then sleep.  Antoine, lock the west gate and send Marc and Idris to split the midnight rounds.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” they answer in near unison, and the harmony pleases me more than it should.

I turn to Emma and do not lift my chin or my hand; I simply step back from the table and wait, and she rises and falls in a half-pace behind me, leash unnecessary because obedience has taken root during the day, and we leave the orangery together without looking back, our footfalls soft in the corridor that smells faintly of oranges and old stone.

We climb the east stair in silence, not a tense silence but one made of decision held between two people who do not need to talk it to death; the sconces along the landing throw just enough light to mark the edges of the carpet, and when we reach the oak doors of my room I do not open them immediately, I turn to face her and we stand close enough for the heat between our bodies to gather, close enough to hear the small hitch of her breath settling from dinner pace to something slower.

“Look at me,” I say.

She looks, and for a long handful of seconds we do nothing but see whether the story we both started writing in the orangery is still true in the hallway, and it is, and the knowledge settles my shoulders and squares hers.

I open the doors and we go in, the room the way I left it—bed half made, windows cracked to let the garden in, a lamp on the dresser throwing a clean pool of light across the rug—and I close the door with the quiet conviction of a woman who knows exactly which world she intends to rule for the next few hours.

“Undress,” I say, and the word lands like a bell struck with a padded mallet, resonant without clangor. 

She does not rush, she does not make a show; she pulls her dress over her head, unhooks the simple bra Colette provided earlier, slides the underwear down her thighs, stacks fabric on the chair in a neat square, and stands with her feet shoulder width apart and her hands at her sides, a soldier waiting for inspection who understands that tonight the inspection will be done with eyes and hands and breath, not with white gloves.

I let myself have the long look I have earned, not hiding my pleasure in the sight of muscle balanced by softness; I circle once, close enough to feel the heat of her skin on my forearm, then step back to where the light hits my face.

“Undress me,” I say.

Her eyes widen the smallest fraction, not with fear but with the surprise of permission edged with responsibility, and she steps forward, pauses to make sure, then lifts her hands to my shoulder and slides the zipper of my dress down in one slow pull that sounds like a line of bees leaving a hive, and she gathers the fabric and lowers it past my hips, kneels to free it from my ankles, rises to unhook my bra, waits for my nod before slipping the straps from my arms, kneels again to ease my underwear down, and I keep my hands at my sides and my chin level because receiving is its own discipline, and I want her to see that I can hold still under her careful work.

When we are standing in the same light with nothing between us but air and the quiet exchange of breath, I move a half step closer, lift my hand to her jaw, and let my thumb rest where her pulse beats steady and strong.

“You did well today,” I say.  “You will do better tomorrow.”

“Yes, Mistress,” she says, and the softness with which she says it is not submission alone; it is a promise that holds both grit and trust.

I reach past her to the lamp and turn the switch; the room falls into the kind of darkness that is kind rather than blind, thin light from the garden enough to keep us silhouettes to each other. The bed is close enough to find without bumping, and the night is long enough to hold what comes next without rushing us.  I hear the small sound of her breath catch and even out; I feel the familiar pull at the base of my spine, the one that tells me I am exactly where I meant to be, with exactly the person I meant to bring here. I step backward toward the edge of the mattress and let the darkness fold around us like a curtain before the second act, knowing the lesson we started at dinner will continue now with hands and weight and patience, and that in the morning the villa will smell of oranges again. The work will be waiting, and that gives this quiet, suspended moment its clean, unpretending joy.
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Morning begins with a clear line of sun across the courtyard and the chalky smell of the slate board I wheel into the loggia. The chore wheel, clipped to its frame with brass pins that click as I turn the dial, has names that settle under time blocks—Emma with Antoine for security laps, Héloïse with Colette in the kitchen library, Gisèle shadowing Valérie in the east studio for morning stretches. I leave the board where everyone can easily read it without straining, because confusion often starts with a quick glance from the wrong angle. Today, I want clarity to be at the center of every room. 

“We start on the hour,” I say, tapping the board once, and the household settles with the rustle of linen and the soft thud of sensible shoes; Emma ties her hair in a knot that signifies work, not show, Héloïse carries a notebook despite my suggestion that hands be free, Gisèle rolls her shoulders back until her breath falls into a nurse’s steady cadence, and Antoine, already in his patrol boots, checks the radio clipped at his belt and nods to Marc and Idris, who will float between tasks in case the learning curves become too steep. 

We split at the loggia arch. Antoine and Emma turn left toward the outer wall where the estate path loops around the property on a crushed stone circle that reveals everything and hears nothing; Colette leads Héloïse through the swing door into the kitchen, where the warmth starts early, and the library shelves lean against the cool interior wall like a line of steady elders; Valérie gestures silently to Gisèle and steps into the front of the east studio, where the light is gentle and the mirrors are truthful. I walk a line between them, close enough to catch instructions, far enough not to do the teaching for my lieutenants, and I can already feel the uneven hum of three new partnerships trying to find their shared rhythm. 

On the path, Antoine sets the pace at a quick walk, long enough strides to warm joints, slow enough to watch the hedgerows without seeing only a blur. 

“Security laps are not races,” he says without raising his voice.  “You look, you listen, you map the ordinary so the unusual glows.” 

Emma’s gaze tracks the top of the wall, then the base, then the treeline; her hands want to make fists, but she flattens them against her thighs, a fighter’s discipline redirected. 

“I prefer a jog for my heart rate,” she says, measuring the suggestion for edge. 

“You prefer many things,” Antoine answers, not unkindly.  “Here you learn what the house prefers.” 

She swallows the reply I see forming, then nods once and angles her chin to show she can take instruction that is not softened with praise. 

I leave them to it and step into the kitchen where Colette holds a pencil like a conductor’s baton and points to the shelf labeled *Confitures et Conserves,* then to the one labeled *Vins et Vinaigres,* then to the short ladder with the rubber feet that keeps it from skating on tile. 

“Kitchen library is not only books,” she tells Héloïse, who stands straight as a doorjamb with her notebook open to a page that says *mise en place de lecture.*  “It is everything that holds knowledge—labels, ledgers, jars, the way we line the tins so the olive oil rotates without anyone thinking about it.” 

Héloïse writes the sentence down verbatim, then looks up with the earnestness of an obedient student.  “Do I read these or catalog them?” she asks, glancing from preserved apricots to vinegar mother like someone facing a chapel full of saints, “and do I kneel or stand while I do it?” 

Colette presses her hand flat against the cool steel of the work table.  “You stand with soft knees and you read the labels aloud, French and English, then you rewrite the ones that need clarity using the copperplate stencil in the second drawer; you do not kneel because this is a workroom, not a chapel; you catalog only the shelf we are working now, and you bring me the jars that expired last month because we will decide between them together.” 

Héloïse nods and repeats the instruction to fix it in her head, and a jar of cherries in brandy becomes a vocabulary exercise, and the pencil in Colette’s hand becomes a wand that points to small errors with no humiliation attached, and I see the first hint of frustration in Héloïse’s mouth when the stencil does not align with the label the way she imagined it should, but she corrects her hand position without prompting and writes the second one straight, and Colette does not say *good* and does not need to because the straight line is praise enough. 

In the east studio Valérie’s voice is a metronome softened by warmth; she counts eight beats for demi-pliés and then she counts eight more, and on the third set she says nothing and lets the music in the air hold the tempo, and Gisèle follows without problem until the third phrase of the rond de jambe when her rib twinges and she shortens the arc slightly to protect a muscle she once strained lifting a gurney in a busy trauma unit, a story I know and Valérie knows even though they have not spoken it aloud today. 

“If you shorten the circle,” Valérie says quietly, “lengthen the breath, otherwise you cheat only yourself.” 

Gisèle breathes out across the count and the line improves; she watches Valérie’s wrists instead of her own reflection and copies the way the fingers soften at the end of each extension, and when she wobbles, she catches herself with a tiny shift of the toes that shows she understands her own center of gravity better than most newcomers. 

“Again,” Valérie says, and they repeat the sequence until the words are no longer necessary, and the studio smells faintly of chalk and citrus and effort that did not strain into self-punishment. 

I circle back outside and find Emma and Antoine halfway through the second lap, and if the first lap was a lesson in pace this one is already a test of attention because the gardeners have stacked terra-cotta pots near the shed and a shadow falls across the path in a way it did not earlier; Antoine points to the new shape without pausing. 

“Count the shadows,” he says.  “If you see six and you counted five last time, your world has changed.” 

Emma stares and sees six shadows and counts again and then smiles because the sixth is her own head moving in and out of the morning’s angle and the danger disappears when the joke lands, and Antoine raises one brow to acknowledge the tiny victory of not jumping at ghosts, and I see that beneath her need to prove something there is a willingness to be taught, the most useful muscle we have. 

At the kitchen door, Colette has moved Héloïse from labels to the ledger book that records what comes in on Tuesdays from the market and what leaves on Fridays for appetizers in the orangery, and she leans over the page and taps a neat column where the handwriting changes from her precise script to a scrawl belonging to a former intern. 

“Decipher this and standardize it,” she says, “then tell me what we bought too much of last month and how you would use the surplus without waste.” 

Héloïse breathes through her nose and tracks the ink like a scholar, then surprises herself by answering quickly.  “You bought too many pears because the vendor gave you a price you could not refuse,” she says, “and you could stew them in wine and freeze the compote in trays, then whip it with mascarpone for a simple dessert that will not read as an apology.” 

Colette’s small grin is unguarded for a second, then shuttered again by professionalism.  “Write the recipe, metric and cups,” she says.  “We will test it on Thursday.” 

In the studio Gisèle is sweating now but not flagging, and Valérie has left the barre to stand behind her and ghost the movement with her hands just above the skin so that guidance sits like a suggestion rather than a shove; the adjustment is minute at the hip, a hint at the thoracic spine, and the line flows, and then Antoine’s shadow fills the doorway and he watches with his assessing stillness for two full phrases before speaking. 

“Her left knee collapses inward on the fifth repetition,” he says.  “Cue the glute medius to fire or you will feed the collapse with encouragement.” 

Valérie does not bristle; she nods once and repeats the instruction almost verbatim but in her own tone, and Gisèle corrects with a small lift in the cage of muscles that hold the pelvis level; she nods again, a nurse acknowledging a well-placed IV, and the next set runs clean, and I note that Antoine gave the critique as data rather than a jab, because when he speaks to Valérie in public he chooses precision that respects her domain, and the house breathes easier for it. 

Confusion creeps in around the edges where learning rubs against expectation.  Emma wants to check the hinges on the back gate and Antoine says not yet because they have not logged the baseline for the hinges’ complaints, and she looks irritated for a second because dismissal feels like belittling even when it is not, but she reins it in and repeats the instruction back to him so she remembers, and he says *good* in a voice that does not coddle. 

Héloïse tries to carry three jars at once even after Colette said two hands mean two items, and one jar slides and bumps another and the small clink makes her flinch as if she has committed sacrilege; Colette catches both with a hand that moves faster than thought and says nothing sharply but points to the instruction written in pencil above the shelf—*two by two by two*—and Héloïse whispers “two by two” to herself until the counts settle. 

In the studio Gisèle glances once at the clock and Valérie does not call her out but changes the sequence so the cardio load drops and the stretch increases, anticipating fatigue before it sours into resentment, and afterward Gisèle thanks her without ceremony and Valérie says “you are welcome” without owning the gratitude as proof of dominance, and their balance pleases me because quiet competence often outruns fireworks over a long calendar. 

Envy lives in the room the way summer heat does—present but not always oppressive, something to be watched; Colette watches Valérie’s calm adjustments and I see her jaw tighten the smallest fraction because she has wanted that kind of ease for herself and often finds instead the fiery discipline that makes kitchens run fast but can scorch gentler tempers, and then Héloïse misreads a verb on the ledger and blushes and Colette’s envy melts into protection because her scholar needs shelter while she learns to turn recipes into rhythm, and by the time I return with a tray of water glasses the room’s temperature has dropped to productive again. 

Emma glances through the studio window as she passes on the lap and sees Gisèle’s leg extend in a line she cannot replicate and scowls a little because her value has never been grace, and then Antoine points out a scuff on the wall where a boot dragged last night during cleanup and Emma spots it before he finishes the sentence and feels her own competence bloom like a fist unclenching, and the envy turns into respect for specialization instead of sourness about difference. 

Gisèle watches Emma in the courtyard later, the controlled athleticism of a shadowbox combination thrown for rhythm rather than harm, and for a second she misses the adrenaline spike of urgent medicine, then Valérie hands her a towel with her name stitched on the edge and the envy turns into a memory she can let go, because here urgency will be replaced with repetition and she is allowed to like that shift. 

Subtle sparring flares and extinguishes before it can turn into something that needs a cane.  Emma tests whether Antoine will let her set the next lap’s pace, and he does not, but he lets her call out the left turn at the cypress all the same, so she has agency without authority, and it is enough for this hour.  Héloïse corrects Colette’s pronunciation of a medieval term under her breath and then apologizes immediately because the kitchen is not a seminar room, and Colette raises one brow and makes her explain it properly at the table while she shells peas, and both learn to meet in the middle.  Gisèle notes aloud that Valérie’s arch drops when fatigue hits, and Valérie says thank you and adjusts in real time, modeling how a correction can land without bruising, and the temperature again steadies. 

When the hour closes, I ring the small brass handbell I carry in the mornings, the sound high and clean, and they convene at the loggia where the chore wheel still sits, a circle that has turned but not yet clicked into tomorrow. 

“Report,” I say, and Antoine gives the overview first—two laps logged, no anomalies, one note about a gardener moving pots without notifying the desk, which he already corrected, one shadow counted and dismissed, one hinge audit scheduled for tomorrow—then Colette reports pear surplus and label standardization and a new recipe to test, and Valérie reports good progress on form and a plan to alternate barre days with mat days to save joints. 

I let the reports hang for a second and then look at each of the three new collars so they know the next part is theirs. 

Emma says she learned to walk slowly and think fast, and that her heart can climb without running, and that obedience can feel like the right kind of fight when the opponent is her own impulse to rush. 

Héloïse says she learned that kitchens have grammars like Latin and that labels take declension when you think about them properly, and that rules that start as cages often become scaffolding if you breathe into them long enough. 

Gisèle says she learned that counting breaths across an eight can calm a muscle faster than forcing it, and that being seen without being asked to perform is a relief she did not know she had been craving. 

“Good,” I say, not to end the conversation but to give it a clean edge.  “Lunch in an hour.  Showers down the hall.  Emma, debrief with Antoine for five minutes on pacing notes.  Héloïse, leave the ledger on my desk for review.  Gisèle, ice that rib for ten minutes to respect the old strain.” 

They move to their next small tasks with the quiet eagerness of people who have done something hard and survived it with dignity, and when the loggia empties I spin the chore wheel one notch and pin it for tomorrow; the names shift but the pattern holds, and I stand in the strip of sun and listen to the villa breathe, a little wind under the eaves, a little music from the radio in the kitchen, the sound of water running in the studio sink, and I think that confusion is only chaos that has not yet met a schedule, and envy is only desire that has not yet met its work, and sparring is only conversation with proof attached, and on mornings like this I like my job better than any job I have ever invented for myself.

~ ~ ~

The villa is mostly quiet by the time I finish the last round of emails—contracts filed, deliveries confirmed, tomorrow’s menus signed off—and when I step into the west loggia the air smells like damp stone and lavender stem, the kind of night that asks for unhurried breaths and soft shoes, but the quiet doesn’t hold because somewhere beyond the orange trees I hear the quick, hollow thud of gloves on focus pads and the compact shuffle of feet that belong more to a gym than a garden. So I follow the sound and find a semicircle of faces lit by the courtyard lanterns: Marc standing loose-shouldered with pads up, Idris leaning on a pillar with a stopwatch already split to the right time zone, Antoine with arms folded and his body language broadcasting neutrality that only I can read as alert consent waiting for my nod. In the center, Emma is bouncing on the balls of her feet, hands taped, mouthguard tucked into her cheek, radiating the particular electricity of someone who has decided to prove something even if no one asked for a show.

Colette and Valérie have brought the others out of curiosity—Héloïse in a cardigan she clutches at the neck as if a breeze could carry rules away, Gisèle with a small zipper kit in her pocket that she will not need because she always keeps it anyway—and I register in one glance that this is not scheduled, that the mats were dragged out from the storage niche without a requisition form, that the pads are Marc’s old pair and they smell like the webbing of a parachute, and that everyone is waiting to see if I approve or if I cut it off at the wrist, and in that fraction of a second I decide the lesson will land harder if I let it breathe first, so I take two steps forward onto the stone and say in a voice that carries just enough to reach the far corners, “If we are doing this, we are doing it under rules, not under impulse.”

Emma stills, then looks toward me, sweat already gathering at her hairline, jaw flexing to swallow whatever retort she had ready, and Marc lowers the pads a centimeter, not in challenge but in acknowledgment that the center of gravity of the room has shifted where it belongs.

“Unplanned demo,” I continue, “sixty seconds only, open hands to start, no head shots, and on the command ‘break’ from Idris or me, you both stop on the beat, not after the echo, Understood?”

“Understood,” Marc says, and his humility doesn’t dent his competence; it frames it.

Emma nods once, eyes on mine, and she adds, “Yes, Mistress,” which is the right way to accept permission that isn’t her right to claim.

“Gisèle,” I say without looking away from Emma, “you are medic on call, pulse and breath if anything goes sideways; Valérie, you’re my second pair of eyes; Colette, keep the crowd behind the line.”  I glance at Antoine and catch the flicker of contentment in the angle of his shoulders because he likes it when my voice cuts the air cleanly, and I like that I can let him like it without losing anything.

Idris clicks the stopwatch from a rest position and raises his hand.  “On my mark,” he says, tone dry as chalk, “and go.”

Emma moves like a spring uncoiled, not reckless but forward, testing distance with a probing slap to the pad that returns a satisfying pop; Marc absorbs it and drifts, his footwork as economical as any I’ve seen from a man who has chased things faster than fists across more hostile ground than this soft-walled garden, and the first exchange goes to Emma on points, body shots left-right that reach the belly of the pad with snap and retreat, and I hear Colette make a small noise that she pretends is a cough because it is not fear, it is possession tightening in the chest and its proper name is pride.

“Check the shoulders,” Antoine says quietly to no one in particular, and Valérie does, and she sees what he sees, that Emma carries the right a touch high when she wants to hide an old rib’s twinge, and she files it next to a dozen other notes because that is who she is.

Marc lets Emma set the pace for the first twenty seconds, then offers a gentle counter with an open-hand parry and a palm tap that would be a slap if gloves were off, a reminder that he can change the math whenever he wants, and Emma flashes a quick grin around the mouthguard and drops to a wider stance that says she is enjoying herself, and for a moment the night feels like a field where play and work meet and we all breathe easier.

The problem isn’t the intensity, the problem is what intensity pulls up from the deep when a former fighter tastes the copper coin of adrenaline on the back of her tongue; Emma forgets the time limit and starts calling her own combinations under her breath—two to the body, step, sweep—and when Marc angles away from the sweep she pivots faster and goes for a shoulder bump that, in a ring with a ref, is fine, and in my courtyard without prior consent is not.

“Thirty,” Idris calls, and I say nothing yet because the lesson hasn’t revealed its real shape, and then Emma lands a palm just under Marc’s sternum that makes a satisfying sound and he does what he should—he checks balance, he smiles a little to take the sting out and he rotates his hips on the answer—and in that instant the gathered circle leans forward because the energy has shifted from demonstration to spar, neither of them cruel, both of them awake.

Gisèle’s eyes do a quick inventory—capillary refill in fingers okay, breaths even—and her fingers rest inside her kit pocket not because she expects to use it but because readiness is her religion, and Héloïse grips her cardigan tighter and works through a thought that has words like *consent* and *display* and *rule* inside it and will become a sentence later when she is alone with a pen, and Colette runs a thumb along the line of her jaw the way she does when a sauce threatens to break and she refuses to let it.

Idris lifts his hand to call time, and maybe Emma sees the motion and maybe she doesn’t, but he begins to say “break” and she throws one last jab as punctuation to her own sentence and it lands on the pad just after the word leaves Idris’s mouth, not a full beat late, just late enough to be not quite obedience, and that is the exact inch where initiative becomes breach.

“Stop,” I say, and it isn’t a shout and it isn’t a question, it is the period at the end of the paragraph, and I step onto the mat and my bare feet are quiet and my spine is quiet and even the night goes quiet inside the hedges.

Marc drops the pads and steps back with his hands open; he is staff and not a submissive, but he understands that this next part is not his.

Emma knows, before I touch her, what happens now, because we negotiated Clause Nine and she argued for the option of public impact at my discretion and I added a line with my own hand and the ink is dry, and she turns to face me and removes the mouthguard and closes her lips over her teeth to steady her voice, and I can feel the whole house holding the air between the inhale and the exhale that will carry my first word.

“You were very good,” I say, and that is not comfort and not concession, it is accuracy because I will not punish reality.  “You were very good until you chose yourself over the rule.”

There is a flicker in her gaze that is shame but not humiliation; it says *I know* and it says *I wanted* and it says *I am here now.*

“Kneel,” I say, and she does, and I nod to Valérie, who brings me the short bamboo cane from the studio like a nurse brings a tray, neutrally, and she places it in my hand without looking at the audience because that would turn correction into theater.

“Ten for the choice you made after the word ‘break,’” I say to Emma, because every strike needs its reason, “and here, in front of your family, because the breach was in front of your family, and when it is over we will all eat a slice of peach tart like civilized people and go to bed.”

She nods once, then settles into the posture that holds the back straight and leaves the thighs exposed, palms flat on the mat, fingers spread, eyes forward.  Colette shifts just enough to catch Héloïse’s eye and the scholar sees that this is not vengeance and writes that down inside herself; Gisèle counts breaths with Emma so they do not land alone; Antoine moves to the edge of my shoulder range not to restrain me or her but to hold the perimeter so no wandering staff person mistakes this for a show they can gossip about, and Idris lowers the stopwatch because time no longer matters when protocol takes over.

I touch the tip of the cane to the place where I intend to land the first strike, not theatrical, just honest, and then I lift my wrist and bring the bamboo down in a single clean line that stripes the high part of her thigh and leaves a welt already pinking in the lantern light, and Emma says “one” the way we agreed—steady, not performative—and I wait three breaths to let the skin speak and then I lay the second on the twin thigh and we go down the ladder until “ten” arrives not as a shout but as a stone placed exactly in the river of the night, and every collar in the room has heard the counting and learned the spacing, and every person not collared has learned that owners are not negotiable when safety words belong to the house.

I drop the cane to my side, then kneel in front of Emma so that I am not looking down at her when I give aftercare, because discipline that does not end in presence is not discipline, it is laziness.  I put a palm lightly over the first stripe, not to hurt, to connect, and I say, “Take three breaths with me,” and we do, slow in, slower out, and when we finish I tilt her chin up and ask in a voice only she will hear, “Do you understand exactly what I corrected.”

“Yes,” she says, voice thick with breath and saliva and the small salt taste of a fighter’s pride swallowed on purpose.  “I went after the last point when the round was over.”

“Good girl,” I say, because those two words are a seal that means more here than any lecture, and I stand and offer her my hand, and she takes it and rises and remains bare-kneed because we are not done with the lesson’s curve.

I turn to the semicircle.  “Initiative is welcome,” I say, and I point to the mats and the dragged-out pads and the guard at the gate who had his own unplanned moment earlier in the week, and I let a thin thread of humor into my voice so no one flinches where none is called for, “but initiative runs through the wheel we set this morning, not around it; you ask, you receive, you proceed, or you ask and you do not receive and you adjust, but you do not decide that your need to test yourself comes ahead of a house rule meant to keep breathing boring and spines aligned.”

Marc lifts his hand halfway, then lowers it, then says, “My error too,” because he did not clear the demo with Antoine even if he would have, and I give him a nod that is not absolution but recognition that even staff are better when the chain is visible.

“We flex,” I say, and I point to Idris and the stopwatch and Gisèle’s kit and Valérie’s eyes on the knee and Antoine’s stance, “but we do not break.  That is what makes this place safe enough to be as intense as it is.”

The night exhales then, the little sounds returning—the fountain splash, the leaf twitch, a plate clink from the orangery where Colette left the tart cooling—and I hand the cane back to Valérie, who hides it under her arm as if it were nothing more potent than a wooden spoon, and I look down at the stripes on Emma’s thighs and see already that the pink will bloom to red and then to memory and then to rule.

“Water,” I say, and Gisèle has it ready before the last letter leaves my tongue because of course she does, and Emma takes the glass with both hands and drinks exactly half and hands it back and wipes her mouth with the back of her wrist and then looks at me not with resentment but with the clean, proud look of someone who has been seen and held to a line that is worthy of her.

“Apologize to Marc,” I say, not because he needs it to move on but because she needs to practice the hinge that swings from fire to grace, and she turns and meets his eyes and says, “I crossed the line after break,” and Marc says, “We’ll do it again tomorrow the right way,” and that is enough.

I let the crowd disperse then, a murmur of footsteps off the stone and into the darker corridors—Colette with her hand at the small of Héloïse’s back, steering her toward tea and grammar; Valérie with a glance that reminds me of ankle circles in the morning; Antoine with a small smile tucked into the corner of his mouth that I will tug at later when the door is locked and the collars are off; Idris and Marc to the gate again, writing a short report that says *unscheduled demo—corrected* and nothing more.

Emma stays where she is until I nod, then she rises and stands at parade rest without thinking about it and I feel the echo of the first time I saw her walk under the amber lights and make a choice to become mine if the numbers held, and the numbers held, and more importantly the spine held, and that is what I wanted to see tonight and did.

“Peach tart,” I say, and I say it like a reward because sometimes sweetness does that work better than pain, and she almost laughs and then doesn’t, and we walk toward the orangery together, not touching because we don’t need to trace ownership with fingers when the air around our steps already does the math, and in the glass room the tart waits, buttery and mundane and perfect. We eat a slice each in silence, and the house grows quiet again, and when I send her to bed, I let my hand brush the back of her neck where the collar will sit in the morning. I watch her shiver just enough to tell me that discipline, when it is measured and public and anchored in love of the structure we are building, does not bruise the trust I am trying to grow; it salts it, it keeps it from spoiling, it makes it last.
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We take the estate van because I want hands-free and bags contained, and because the six of us moving as a unit feels less conspicuous when the transport looks like any small business making a morning run. After breakfast, I check the list Colette drafted—her handwriting small and precise, fennel bulbs, flat-leaf parsley, and firm peaches near the top; then goat cheese from the woman with the red scarf; then two dozen eggs if the shells aren’t chalky; then a stop at the butcher for veal shanks if the cut is clean; then a quick pass by the spice man for Aleppo pepper. I set the rules as we pull through the gate: phones on vibrate, no collars visible, Colette leads on vendor relationships, I carry the cash roll. Emma watches the edges and keeps her hands empty unless I give her something to carry. Valérie monitors pacing and posture so we don’t look like a squad. Héloïse writes substitutions and quantities in the notebook. Gisèle carries a small medical pouch because the world is the world.

At the flowers, Valérie is choosing stems with her dancer’s eye, running her fingers lightly along the petals not to caress but to test firmness, no bruising. At the same time, Gisèle manages the egg vendor’s small anxieties about cracked shells like she manages patients in a waiting room—no fuss, just method—a candle lit to check air pockets, a soft roll to test fragility, a quick swap for the two with hairline fractures, and I am about to loop back when the sound that everyone recognizes and no one likes threads through the morning—a chair scraping, then the dull thud of a body meeting ground too fast, followed by the hot-panic voices of family that rise a little too loud for the space.

Gisèle is already moving, eggs handed to Valérie without a word, bag tucked under a stall table with a clean efficiency that makes space where there was none, and she drops to a knee beside a woman in a sundress who is sprawled in a geometry that is more loose than injured, one hand open, one hand still tangled in a strap of her bag, a bright smear of melon on her forearm, husband bending and talking too fast, child crying like an alarm without a snooze button, and I feel the square pull tight around the scene the way water tenses over a stone dropped in a basin.

“Give her room,” Gisèle says in French and then in clean English because the husband’s vowels tell her he’s from somewhere that makes tea into ceremony, and she slides two fingers to the woman’s carotid and counts out loud to the husband so he has something to hold onto—“one, two, three”—then checks the chest rise and loosens the strap across the stomach, then lifts the woman’s legs onto a folded crate someone brings without being asked because crowds know this drill even when they pretend they don’t, and she tilts the head, checks the mouth, and as color begins to return she smiles at the child and says, “Your mother is fine, she just needs air,” and the child does not stop crying but the pitch changes, hope edging out fear.

Valérie is already fetching a bottle of water from a nearby stall and a clean cloth from her tote, and she kneels at the woman’s head the way you kneel to tie a ribbon around a post, not to worship but to make something neat, and she fans with the cloth to move the hot market air while Gisèle narrates to the husband what she is doing and why—no diabetic bracelet, skin clammy not dry, pulse present and regular, likely vasovagal from heat and crowd—and then she asks gently if the woman ate breakfast and the husband laughs too quickly and says croissant and coffee, which is to say sugar and diuretic, and Gisèle nods and says it happens to everyone and the shame drains out of his shoulders like water through a sieve.

I stand at the edge of the circle and keep the space open with my presence and my face, and I tell Emma with a look to hold our perimeter so no one steps on the woman’s hand, and I see out of the corner of my eye that Colette has pulled Héloïse to a point where they can see but not be seen, and the scholar is watching with careful attention, writing on her tongue the names of steps that don’t live in her old grammar.

The woman wakes as if from a long blink and tries to sit and Gisèle keeps a hand on her shoulder and says to wait a moment and to sip, not swallow, and then she offers the water and the woman obeys and the swallow is clean, and only then does she let her sit with the husband’s help, and only then does she ask the husband to check the bag for a hat or a scarf to shade her, and when he finds a floppy sunhat she puts it on her with the same uncomplicated tenderness she uses to tape a pad to a child’s scraped knee, and the woman smiles the broken, grateful smile of someone who has been caught before falling a second time.

Valérie looks at Gisèle with an expression that I do not see often from her, a kind of quiet astonishment that is not theatrical and not jealous, only impressed in the old sense of the word, as if something pressed into her and left a mark, and later I will remind her that she chose well, but now I just hold the air a little longer until the color settles, then I nod to Gisèle and she nods back and helps the woman to a chair under the awning where the husband insists on buying flowers from the stall owner as a ridiculous but human thank you, and the child holds onto Valérie’s knee for a second and then lets go and sprints after a pigeon.

The crowd loosens its grip on the moment and becomes itself again—people with lists and short fuses and small delights—and I check my watch and we have seven minutes before the meet point, so I gesture for everyone to rejoin, and we walk the last aisles together, not in formation, just in step, and Colette remembers goat cheese and I point to a tray of apricots with sun freckles and we add them to the list because tart is not the only way to make forgiveness edible, and we pay with cash that looks like it has more stories than we do and we carry our bags like ordinary people, which is the point.

At the plane tree I check quantities—fennel bulbs and parsley bunches and one perfect cauliflower, eggs tucked in straw, saffron cones wrapped in wax paper, veal shanks sweating in their butcher paper, olives braced in brine, flowers chosen by Valérie that will make the hall look like it meant to be beautiful and not just clean—and then I look at faces because weighing is not only for fruit, and I see Héloïse’s color steady again and her spine aligned not by fear but by purpose, and I see Emma’s mouth flatten a fraction of an inch because she wanted to lift the fainting woman but did not, and restraint is a harder weight than muscle likes, and I see Gisèle’s pulse still quick but her hands quiet and ready, and I see Colette already writing menus on the backs of her eyelids and Valérie recalibrating stretches to prevent heat fatigue.

“Home,” I say, and we walk to the van in pairs again—Emma offers to carry the eggs and I let her and she does not break them; Colette takes the saffron and tucks it in her tote like a secret; Valérie keeps the flowers upright; Gisèle keeps the water bottle and the cloth handy in case the road gives us its version of the square; Héloïse carries the notebook like a passport and looks up at the rooflines she always forgets to notice when her head is in parchment, and I keep the cash and the list and the sense that the house earned something small and real this morning.

In the van I let the chatter happen because decompression is a skill too; Colette describes how the fennel will become a salad with orange and black olives if the oranges are sweet enough and with lemon and anchovy if they are not; Valérie asks Gisèle to teach her how she knew the woman wasn’t an immediate ambulance case and Gisèle explains without superiority about pulse quality and skin temperature and pupil response, and I watch the respect pass between them like a baton that does not drop; Emma turns to Héloïse and apologizes for stepping in so fast and Héloïse thanks her for the words that felt like a shield and promises to practice saying “no, thank you” to men who mistake stillness for invitation, and the van smells of vegetables and sweat and canvas and the small smugness of people who did their jobs and did not make a mess of it.

By the time the villa rises from the road like a promise we can trust, the sun has tilted toward noon and the day carries that heavy note of heat under the light topnotes of summer, and I feel the muscles at the base of my skull relax. There were a dozen places where the morning could have gone sideways—an elbow too sharp, a jar dropped, a word said wrong, a medical scare grown larger than life—and none of them got purchase because the six of us carried our rules into the square and laid them down without making a spectacle of the laying.

We unload quickly because butter will not wait for anyone, and as we pass through the arch I touch Emma’s shoulder to tell her without a speech that her read of the crowd pleased me, and I touch Valérie’s wrist to say I saw the way her respect for Gisèle grew in public where it counts, and I catch Colette’s eye to say that the pears will be ready tomorrow if she wants to test the compote idea with mascarpone, and I give Héloïse the notebook back and tell her to add a line about how compliments are not commands, and I feel the house accept our return the way a good dog leans into your leg at the door, and I think we will eat well tonight and sleep better for having held ourselves steady where anyone could have seen us fuss and falter.

In the kitchen the bags open onto the table and the first knife hits the board with that hollow thock that says the cook is home, and I stand for a minute to watch the way six people move around a work surface without colliding, then I step out, because part of ownership is letting the music play without conducting every bar, and today the song is simple and clean and full of the kind of notes you only hear when everyone is listening for the same beat.

~ ~ ~

I call the debrief for the library because the round oak table fits all our elbows without crowding and because the room smells of paper and lemon oil instead of dinner, and work like this should feel like work, not dessert. So I set out water and a plate of almonds, leave the windows slightly open for the evening air to drift through, and I lay out the house rules in three short sentences to clear any confusion: each of you will critique your own conduct first, start with one thing you did well, then give me two areas to improve. No one interrupts until I ask for witnesses, and once I close the session, it’s over — we don’t revisit it in the hallway.

She folds her hands, then unfolds them, looks at the grain of the table as if it were a map she can climb into.  “I froze,” she says, and the word lands like a stone in a pond her shame has been stacked around, “I let a stranger take my stillness for permission and I used my brain to describe it to myself instead of using my mouth to say no, and I am angry at myself for leaving Colette to hold the moment alone.”

Colette inhales, and I lift two fingers the smallest fraction because I want Héloïse to finish her own sentence before anyone edits it.

“I need a sentence I can say without thinking,” Héloïse goes on, “five words at most, ‘no thank you, excuse us,’ maybe, and then I need to move my body sideways first, not back, so the space stays ours and not his, and I need to practice it standing up and sitting down until the reflex is louder than the commentary running in my head.”

“Good,” I say, but she is not done, the scholar has another needle to use, and she reaches for it.

“I also think,” she adds, quieter, “that my silence is childish, that at my age I should have learned to do this already, and that you paid for me and today you got a child, not a partner.”

Colette’s chair shifts before I can answer; the sound is not loud, but the speed says everything, and she leans into the table with a hand flattened near Héloïse’s notebook as if she could press the shame down into wood and make it stop.

“No,” Colette says, not sharp, just absolute, “do not call yourself childish because a man practiced at stealing small spaces took one from you for three seconds in a crowded square, you are not a child, you are mine, and you are learning, and I will not let you put a scar on your own name because you did not want to start a fight with a ghost.”

Héloïse blinks quickly as if something behind her eyes suddenly needs to be aired out, and the rest of the table goes still because everyone knows when a boundary turns into a bridge in real time.

I let the silence hold for a breath because moments like this teach more than lectures, then I make it official so the scene becomes part of the house’s grammar and not an anecdote that frays later.

“Héloïse will practice the sentence,” I say, “first with Colette in the mirror, then with Emma running interference from four angles until the sentence comes out without apology, and we will take you back to the market on Thursday with no list and only the task of saying it to three strangers who try to give you anything you did not ask for, and we will be there as a wall behind you that you will not need because the sentence will be enough.”

“Yes, Madame,” she whispers, and when she looks up, there is less fog.

Antoine clears his throat softly, which is how he asks to be called on, and I tilt a hand for him to speak.

“I have two operational notes,” he says, words shaped like stones you can step on, “Emma’s three-count rule is good but it needs a hand cue from me that she can see even when the square is noisy—two fingers down for hold, palm roll for go—so we will drill that on the gravel path tomorrow at seven; Gisèle should consider a small card in French and English that she can hand to a bystander which says ‘make space and fetch water’ so she doesn’t have to talk over panic every time, I will print them tonight; and the owners should carry a bright scarf that signals ‘this is ours’ when it goes up on a stall post.”  He looks to me for the frame, and I nod once, and the list becomes part of tomorrow without effort.

I turn the circle back to Emma because she can take a direct question, and I like the way the room sharpens when she is asked to name the edge.  “Did you want to hit the man?” I ask, and it is not a trick; it is the kind of question adults can carry.

“No,” she says, honest and fast, “I wanted to move him without making him think he had won anything, and my accent did that better than a shoulder would have, but part of me wanted to show off in front of you, which is a worse reason to move than anger, so I’ll unwind that in drills until the show-off muscle goes quiet.”

“Do that,” I say, and I let my face say I saw the restraint and I liked it, which is the currency that matters here.

I look to Gisèle.  “What will you write on the card?” I ask.

“Two lines,” she says, without pause, “*Écartez-vous, apportez de l’eau, elle va bien* and under it *Make space, bring water, she is okay,* and a blank so I can circle *she needs help* if that’s true, and a line for *call emergency now* if the pulse tells me so.”  She’s already visualizing the fonts and the laminate, which is exactly what I want.

“Do it,” I say, then turn to the last seam we have to stitch shut.

“Colette,” I ask, “what did you see when you turned and found the man in your air?”

She doesn’t pretend to be calm for my benefit; she lets the memory sharpen her voice.  “I saw the angle of his hat and the way his shoulders rolled forward to look gentle without being gentle,” she says, “and I felt my hand wanting to push him because I hate that angle, and I did not push him, I smiled the way women learn to smile when they don’t want to spill blood on the peaches, and I hated that too, so I am happy we are going back Thursday to practice something that is not a smile.”

I nod, and I could end the session there because the work is named and the paths forward are drawn, but the shame still hangs in a thin filament over Héloïse’s chair and I do not like leaving threads that could catch on a corner later, so I glance at Colette and she reads my look and she turns to her girl and lowers her voice.

“May I kiss you?” she asks, simple as asking for salt, no performance attached.

Héloïse’s eyes widen and then soften.  “Please,” she says, and the word is small and clean.

Colette leans in and presses her mouth once to Héloïse’s, not deep, not showy, a kiss like a stamp that marks a package for the right address, and when she sits back, she keeps a hand on Héloïse’s forearm for two slow breaths, and the room exhales as if someone opened a window a little wider.

“Good,” I say, which is not about romance, it is about sealant, then I stack the debrief with a clear close.  “Homework stands: Emma drills the three-count and hand cues with Antoine, Gisèle drafts the card and prints ten, Valérie writes the widening phrase and tests it with Gisèle, Colette and Héloïse practice the sentence at the mirror and then in the square on Thursday with me ten paces behind, and all of you eat something salted before you go out in heat and do not pretend coffee is water.”

Chairs slide back, water glasses clink, and the almonds are suddenly interesting now that the hard part is done.  Valérie tucks her card in her pocket and offers Gisèle her hand to rise; Emma stands without scraping the chair because she always respects wood; Antoine closes his notebook without writing a word because tonight did not need ink; Colette says something in a voice only Héloïse hears and Héloïse nods and touches the corner of her mouth as if to memorize shape of comfort, then drops her hand and straightens her spine like a girl who has learned a sentence and intends to use it.

I blow out the two candles I lit at the start because rituals need bookends, then I walk them to the hall and watch them split to their tasks and I think that honesty, when it is not weaponized, makes a better floor than politeness, and that kisses given after work is named can do more to hold a house together than sermons about posture, and that tomorrow will ask for proof again and we will have it ready.
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––––

We clear the north gallery the way we do for rehearsals—rugs rolled, mirrors uncovered, lamps dimmed to a steady amber that makes skin look honest—and I pull two armchairs to the edge of the space for Valérie and Colette because they will open the evening for us. I set a kitchen timer on the piano and lay out three narrow silk sashes in the center of the floor, pale as river water. Antoine stands by the far column with his hands clasped behind his back, eyes soft but exact; he will clock breath and posture, he will say nothing unless I ask. Marc and Idris are at the gates; the villa belongs to us for this hour.

“Week-two trial,” I say, and the words settle the room. Emma, Héloïse, and Gisèle are in soft clothes—bare feet, cotton shorts, nothing that reads as costume—and they stand in a line that is not military but not casual either. “Each of you will present five minutes of intimacy with one partner I choose, under my voice. You will ask for consent out loud. You will stop on the stroke of the bell. There is no scoring tonight; there is only proof that command sits safely in your bodies.”

They listen without fidgeting. Shyness hums under their ribs like a tuned string; I can hear it, and I intend to tune the room before I ask them to play.

“We begin with my seniors,” I say, and I look at Colette. “You will start with Valérie. Keep it gentle. Show them what a clean connection looks like.”

Colette’s mouth tilts; Valérie’s eyes soften. They come to the center without fuss. I don’t tell them what to do; they already know the grammar of easing a room. Colette kneels first and places the back of her hand on Valérie’s knee, a request made with skin; Valérie rests her palm on Colette’s knuckles, permission given. Slow as bedtime, Colette leans in and kisses the inside of Valérie’s wrist, then the hollow at the base of her throat; Valérie sighs once, a small sound that folds the air down to the floor with them.

“Narrate,” I say, because I want the new girls to hear care translated to speech.

“I am asking her to breathe with me,” Colette says, lips near Valérie’s collarbone, “so I don’t rush and make it mine.”

“I am letting her lead my breath,” Valérie answers, fingers settling at Colette’s nape, “so the pace is ours.”

The room changes temperature in those two sentences. Shyness loosens its grip. Colette brings Valérie’s hand to her cheek and kisses the center of the palm. Valérie cups Colette’s jaw and bends to meet her mouth, slow and sure, not a show but a proof. When the timer ticks past two minutes, I lift my hand; they break without a sting, press their foreheads together for one extra breath, then rise and step back. The ice is not only cracked; it is water again.

“Emma,” I say, and her chin lifts. “Your partner is Gisèle. You will be soft. Ask and wait. Five minutes.”

She steps forward as if into a ring, then leaves the ring on the floor and meets Gisèle in the gentle square Colette just drew. She reaches for the closest silk sash and lays it across her own forearm, then offers that arm to Gisèle like an altar, an athlete’s way of saying *I am here for weight.* “May I touch your shoulder?” she asks.

“Yes,” Gisèle says, tone warm but clinical, as if kindness were a vital sign.

Emma sets her hand on the deltoid, thumb clear of the collarbone, and breathes once to watch the skin move. She doesn’t squeeze. She waits. “May I touch your hair?” she asks.

“Yes.”

Emma slides her fingers to the back of Gisèle’s head, not tangled, just there. She lowers her forehead to meet Gisèle’s, and for all her fight history, she looks, in that moment, like a woman who understands that winning here means not forcing anything open. “Eye contact,” I say.

Emma looks up. Gisèle looks back. Nothing theatrical happens. Something human does.

“Bring the left hand to her ribs,” I direct, “two fingers only, the way you find a pulse.”

Emma obeys. Gisèle inhales through her nose, slow and even.

“Name what you feel,” I say to Emma.

“Warmth,” she answers, “and the way her breath moves my fingertips, which makes mine slower.”

“Ask for a kiss,” I say.

Emma’s voice does not stumble. “May I kiss the corner of your mouth?” she asks.

“Yes,” Gisèle says, and the *yes* lands like a door opening to a well-lit room. Emma kisses the corner, not the center, a soft press and release; Gisèle smiles after, not during.

“Time,” Antoine says from the column, the word low as a drum. Emma steps back without clinging. Gisèle sets her hand briefly on Emma’s forearm, gratitude signed in touch. I nod; both see it.

“Héloïse,” I say, and watch her swallow. “Your partner is Valérie. You will let her place you. Voice on command. If your mind tries to run, bring it home.”

She crosses the floor with the careful gait she uses when carrying a text older than the house. Valérie meets her halfway and takes her hands, palm to palm. “May I arrange you,” Valérie asks.

“Please,” Héloïse whispers.

“Stand in first,” I tell Héloïse, using language her body already trusts. She turns from the mirror and sets her heels, toes angled out. Valérie steps behind and folds Héloïse’s hands over her own sternum, tender but precise. “You will look at me,” I say, moving to her front. “Tell me one sentence about what you want right now.”

She blinks, the scholar scrabbling for Latin, then finds French. “I want to be told what to do,” she says, honest and small.

“Knees,” I say. She kneels without breaking eye contact. “Left wrist,” I say. She offers it to Valérie. “Kiss her wrist, Valérie.” Valérie lowers and kisses the thin skin. Héloïse’s mouth parts.

“Now speak your sentence while she kisses your wrist,” I say.

“I want to be told,” she manages, breath not yet synced. Valérie kisses again; the line smooths. “I want to be told what to do.”

“Good.” I step closer. “Lift her chin with two fingers, Valérie. You will kiss her. Héloïse, you will let yourself be kissed, and you will place your hands on Valérie’s waist. No more. Five breaths. Count silently.”

They do exactly that. The kiss lands clean. The hands find their mark. On the fifth breath, Héloïse’s shoulders drop two centimeters, the precise measure of a mind released from self-audit. I let the silence hold for one more beat, then lifted my hand. They separate on the cue, settle back onto their heels, and look to me for the next sentence. I give them a nod, and the world widens again.

“Gisèle,” I say, “your partner is Colette. You will receive. Ask for what you need.”

Gisèle comes forward with that nurse’s walk that wastes nothing. Colette meets her with a small smile that says *You are safe, even when I ask you to do a thing you do not usually do.* “On your side,” I tell Gisèle, “head on Colette’s thigh. Colette, hands on hair only. No pressure on the neck. We’re teaching nerves, not muscles.”

They settle on the rug we kept from the rehearsal room for exactly this reason. Gisèle places her head on Colette’s lap and exhales; Colette’s fingers find the scalp in small circles. “Tell her what you like,” I say.

“Slower,” Gisèle says after two passes, and Colette slows. “Four fingers, not five.” Colette adjusts. “Near the ear,” she adds, and Colette draws the circle toward the lobe, then pauses with her hand just resting. “There,” Gisèle says, and the word is grateful, not surprised.

“Ask for more,” I say.

“Would you kiss my temple,” Gisèle asks, “once?”

“Yes,” Colette replies, and does, and the simple act reads louder than any performance.

“Time,” Antoine murmurs. They stay as they are for a heartbeat, then separate. Colette brushes a stray hair behind Gisèle’s ear before she rises; Gisèle touches the back of Colette’s hand—thank you—and lets it go.

The room is different now; the shyness we started with has dissolved into focus. I could stop here and call it a win, but Emma’s spine tells me she can carry one more ask, and Héloïse’s eyes tell me she wants to try giving, not only yielding, so I reset the timer and fold the second half into the first.

“Round two,” I say, “one minute each, lightning prompts. Emma, place Valérie’s hands where you want them on your back and say why. Héloïse, kiss Colette using only what you learned in posture—no hands, just neck and breath. Gisèle, stand behind Emma and match her breath; hands on ribs only.”

“Go.”

Emma turns, lifts the hem of her T-shirt just enough to expose the small of her back, takes Valérie’s wrists and lays them there with surprising tenderness. “Here,” she says, “because it tells my legs they are not alone.” Valérie’s fingers rest, warm and still. Emma breathes.

Héloïse steps to Colette and uses the kneel she just practiced to set height; she offers her throat by the smallest tilt—no swoon, just trust—and when Colette leans down, she touches the side of Colette’s neck with the tip of her nose first, then kisses the corner of her mouth, not hungry, precise. The gallery watches the lesson land.

Behind Emma, Gisèle matches the pace of the rise and fall under her palms without leading, a nurse and a dancer both, and when Emma’s breath wants to speed, Gisèle holds hers steady until Emma meets it. I say nothing; the room doesn’t need me for this ten-count. The timer ticks; the bell is a soft ping.

“Stop,” I say, and they stop. No one clings, no one flushes and hides. Colette and Valérie step back to my side like the senior lieutenants they are; Emma slides her shirt down with a quick, neat motion; Héloïse smooths her hair; Gisèle nudges the rug back into place with her foot because order is aftercare too.

“Name one thing you liked,” I say, pointing first to Emma.

“Her hands knew where to rest,” Emma says, tipping her chin toward Valérie without looking away from me. “It made me feel heavier in a way I like.”

“Héloïse.”

“The corner,” she says, a blush cresting and dissolving. “It felt accurate.”

“Gisèle.”

“That she met my breath,” she says, meaning Emma, and Emma’s mouth splits into a short, surprised grin that she doesn’t bother to hide.

“Good,” I say. I look at Antoine; he gives me that small downward tilt of his head that means the column of the room is true.

I could dismiss them, but I want the proof to end the way it began—under the hands that set the pace. “Colette,” I say, “Valérie—finish as you started, one minute, nothing new, only the same thing done with the room watching itself.”

They return to the center. Colette kneels; Valérie’s hand finds her hair; the kiss is the kiss, unadorned, and when the bell taps the air, they separate with a look that says this is not a show, it is a language, and you have learned a handful of its words tonight.

I let the quiet rest for three breaths because ending well is as important as beginning clean. Then I clap once, not loud, sharp enough to gather us. “Trial complete,” I say. “You followed, you asked, you narrated, you stopped. That is all I wanted.”

“Water,” Valérie says, practical again, and Gisèle is already moving to fetch a tray; Emma collects the sashes and coils them in her palm; Héloïse lifts the edge of the rug and straightens it until the fringe sits even.

As they disperse, I stand with Antoine in the doorway and feel the residue in the air—a softness that isn’t slack, a heat that isn’t messy. “Measured,” he says, and the word pleases me because it names the thing we keep building when no one is watching: scenes that can carry weight without splintering, joy that doesn’t make a fool of safety.

Later, when the house has gone to its corners and night has settled in the stone, I will write three notes in the contracts about what I saw: Emma turns gentle on command; Héloïse can hold eye contact when purpose is simple; Gisèle asks for what she needs when offered a narrow, clear choice. For now, I watch Colette and Valérie stack the chairs they never needed and think how useful it is that desire in this house begins and ends as work we are proud to have done, and how cleanly the room holds that truth without decoration.

~ ~ ~

Mid-month settles over the villa like a quiet verdict; the lavender fields put out their dusk smell, the cicadas soften, and in the north gallery I lay three small boxes on the piano lid, each the size of a matchbook, each holding a temporary tag cut from different metal—rose-gold for Colette’s line, brushed steel for Valérie’s, black titanium for mine—because the alloy matters here, not as spectacle but as shorthand, and because the sound each one makes when it closes is different and the ear remembers what paper forgets. Antoine stands by the door with his hands behind his back and the patient stillness of a sentry who will watch the perimeter and say nothing unless I ask; he will not witness the private parts of tonight, but he will keep the hallways clean of accidents and curiosity. Marc and Idris split the outer wall. The house belongs to the ceremony.

We do this separately by design. A fortnight is long enough to move a habit from intention to reflex, long enough to sour a promise if it was only theater, long enough to prove that the word *owner* in this house means the person who locks the tag and then shows up every day while it stays locked. I start with Colette and Héloïse in the kitchen library because their work this week has braided food and grammar into something that looks simple only if you haven’t done either.

The kitchen is quiet except for the hum of the big fridge and the lemon oil on the table. Colette has cleared one end, set a linen napkin down, and laid out her tools with the care she gives knives: the rose-gold disk engraved with the date and a tiny numeral 14, a petite split ring, a clasp that will fold and bite and cannot be opened without cutters. Héloïse stands barefoot in a white shift, hair braided, glasses off, hands folded as if about to ask a question in a seminar, and then decides to answer instead.

“Remind me of the terms,” I say, because the mouth learns truth by speaking it.

Héloïse clears her throat, finds steady air. “Daily thirty minutes of posture reading without timer panic,” she says, “the ‘no thank you, excuse us’ sentence said three times in town without leaning on anyone else’s body for courage, one initiated physical gesture each day that is not a task—kiss, touch, or request for touch—and no cataloguing after midnight.” Her eyes flick to Colette for a breath and then back to me. “And I will accept correction without turning it into a paper.”

Colette’s mouth softens; she keeps the sentiment in her eyes, not her voice. “My side,” she says, “is to set the frames and the clocks, to praise the rule kept and shut the book on the rule broken without sulking, to feed her salt when the day runs hot, and to take the first step toward street practice even when I am tired or embarrassed.”

I nod. “Good. Colette, lock it.”

Colette lifts the braid away from Héloïse’s neck with one hand and threads the split ring through the small loop at the side of the collar with the other, hands sure from a hundred kitchen motions; she slides the rose-gold tag onto the ring, fits the clasp, and closes it with a pair of flat-nose pliers so the metal lips meet and seal. The click is soft, a sound you hear more with fingers than ears. Héloïse exhales; Colette rests two fingers on the pulse below the tag as if to confirm that Promise has a heartbeat.

“It stays until month-end,” I say, “unless I remove it early because pass became fail. At month-end, I cut it and replace it with permanence if you earn it. If you pull it yourself, you choose to walk back to the gate without a collar.” I look at Héloïse to be sure the weight lands. She meets my gaze and nods.

“I won’t pull it,” she says, and the sentence holds no bravado, only decision.

“Good girl,” Colette says, softly enough that it belongs only to the two of them. She kisses the hinge of Héloïse’s jaw once, then steps back. I leave them to their kitchen and cross the hall while the rose-gold warms against a throat that has learned to wear structure like safety.

In the east studio, Valérie has already rolled the mats and cracked the windows. The room smells of chalk and chamomile; a small speaker hums a track with more breath than melody. Gisèle stands in soft gray, hair plaited low, eyes clear; her kit is on the shelf where it belongs but not on her person, because tonight she is not staff, she is owned.

“Terms,” I say.

Gisèle’s answer is crisp, not cold. “Three items completed and three maintained,” she says. “Completed: the emergency cue cards printed and used once in town, the aftercare cabinet inventoried and restocked from my ledger, one household teaching session on basic vitals. Maintained: eight hours’ sleep minimum on nights without call, request relief before fatigue turns to temper, accept being touched without performing touch back.”

Valérie adds her side without looking at the floor or the mirror. “I will protect the sleep, enforce the relief when she pretends she doesn’t need it, keep touch clean of score-keeping, and widen the room on a single cue from her without asking why.”

I hold out the brushed steel box. Valérie opens it and takes the tag. It is cool to the touch, unadorned except for the date and a tiny punch mark that matches the set I locked for her a year ago, a visual rhyme that Gisèle catches and files with quiet pleasure. Valérie lifts the collar ring and moves slower than Colette did, not from uncertainty but from a deliberate choice to let the moment write itself into muscle memory; she feeds the ring, slides the tag on, closes the clasp with a jeweler’s tool from a tidy pouch she keeps for pointe shoes and small jobs. The steel clicks like a coin on glass.

“You understand the stakes,” I say, not because I doubt her, but because the catechism matters.

“I do,” Gisèle says, and then, surprising herself a little, “I want the weight.” She lifts a hand a few centimeters and then lowers it, some old professional reflex to touch her own throat aborted because tonight is about receiving, not managing.

Valérie hears the aborted motion and answers it by placing her own fingers lightly over the tag for one slow count of four, then withdrawing. “For two weeks,” she says, “I am the wall you lean on without apologizing.”

“And I,” Gisèle replies, “am the one who tells you when to lean harder.” A bare smile touches her mouth. The studio holds the sound without echo. I leave them the light and walk to the study where my box waits.

My writing desk smells of ink and old wood. The black titanium tag sits dark in its felt, matte and serious, the weight of a coin from a country that stamps only what it intends to keep. Emma is already there in a plain T-shirt and shorts, hands behind her back, jaw unclenched. She looks at the tag, then at me.

“Tell me your terms,” I say, and I stand so the desk is between us, not as a barrier but as a table where contracts live.

“Three-count rule in public before I move,” she says, voice even, “hand cues from Antoine mirrored without question until you overrule, acceptance of public correction without red haze, three self-initiated requests for help each week in tasks I would usually muscle through.” She swallows. “And no unscheduled demos.”

“My side,” I say, “is to see you when the three-count is going well and say so out loud, to use the cane only when the rule merits it and not to prove a point, to assign you drills that make restraint feel like action, and to give you scenes in private that let your strength burn on purpose so it does not look for a fire to start.”

She breathes once like a boxer tasting the air for humidity. “Yes,” she says.

I come around the desk and lift the tag. The collar ring is at the side; I thread the split ring with a small pair of pliers and seat the titanium, then close the clasp until the click is a notch rather than a snap. It is a sound that will live in my head for the next two weeks. I keep my fingers on the tag a second longer than I need to.

“You can carry it,” I say, which is not a question.

“I can carry it,” she says, and then adds, as if to make sure the air hears it too, “and if I stumble, I will tell you before I try to run through it.”

“Good,” I say. I tap the tag once with my knuckle; the metal answers low and certain. “Two weeks. No theatrics, only work.”

We do not kiss here. I let her go, and she leaves the study with a gait that looks nothing like retreat and everything like acceptance, and when the door clicks shut I sit for a second in the chair where I have signed cheques and letters and contracts and promises and wonder at the simple effectiveness of tiny pieces of metal when a house agrees what they mean.

In the corridor, I meet Antoine. He notes, without asking, that the kitchen is quiet and the studio hums and the study no longer needs a guard; he sees in my face that all three clicks landed where they should. “Perimeter is clean,” he says. “Do you want the outer gate locked early?”

“Yes,” I answer, and he goes, and I cross the hall to the orangery where the last of the evening light lives, because the final step tonight is not mine alone. I want to hear the words said back to me.

We gather without fanfare. Colette and Héloïse come first, the new tag catching lamplight like a second pulse. Valérie and Gisèle arrive with the quiet choreography they make out of walking through a doorway together. Emma leans against the doorframe until she sees me, then straightens; she does not touch the tag, and I like that.

“Who are you to whom?” I say, and I tilt my head to Colette.

She answers steadily. “I am Owner to Héloïse through you, with your authority.”

Héloïse adds, “I am owned by Colette through you, and I will keep the frames we set even when my brain wants to make a footnote.”

“Good,” I say. “Valérie.”

“I am Owner to Gisèle through you,” she says, “and I will protect the rest as fiercely as I protect ritual.”

Gisèle’s mouth curves with that tiny, private humor of hers. “I am owned by Valérie through you, and I will ask before I give until asking is my first reflex.”

“Emma,” I say.

“I am owned by you,” she says, eyes on mine, “and I will make restraint my first punch.”

There is no applause; there is no need. I nod to each in turn. “Two weeks,” I say again, because the calendar needs an anchor. “Pass, and we cut and solder permanence. Fail and we cut and you walk out bare-necked. The house will not carry both you and your ambivalence; it will carry you or it will carry your absence.”

The weight of that lands and sticks. No one argues with it, because the rule is not a threat; it is a promise about how we keep the floor strong enough for the work we like to do on it.

I dismiss them to their corners—Colette and Héloïse to the kitchen to make tea and read two pages out loud, Valérie and Gisèle to the studio to write the cue word on a card and tape it above the barre, Emma to the courtyard to walk one lap slow and count shadows at half-pace—and I walk the long way around the villa so I can listen to each room carry its new note. In the kitchen, I hear Colette say *again* and Héloïse read the same line with a freer jaw; in the studio, the tape tears and Valérie says *higher* and Gisèle laughs once, surprised at herself; outside, gravel whispers under Emma’s feet as if stones could teach patience.

Before sleep, I take the empty boxes back to the piano and set them in a row, lids open, felt dark as wells. I will put them away in the morning with the pliers and the jeweler’s tool, but tonight I want the sight of them to float in the dim room like small boats that launched, because that is what they are—these tags are not manacles, they are ferries, each carrying a name across two weeks of weather toward a shore we do not promise until we see it. Antoine finds me there and stands close enough that our sleeves touch and not closer; he looks at the boxes and then at me.

“Satisfied,” he asks, and the word means did the clicks echo where you need them to.

“Yes,” I say. “Now we keep the days.”

He nods, then leaves me to the quiet. I close the lids one by one and feel the house settle around the new weight at three throats, and I think that I like this kind of night best—the kind with no audience, only metal and breath and sentences that will be true tomorrow because we said them cleanly today.
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The cherry-red roadster announces itself before it turns in under the plane trees, that quick-throated purr that belongs to a car designed to be seen doing exactly what it’s doing, and I am halfway down the steps before Marc can swing the gate fully open, laughing because Bettie lifts both arms like a circus queen while Oliver downshifts and lets the tires crunch the gravel the way only old tires can, and the morning turns brighter by two shades just because they are here.

Bettie is out first, scarf off, sunglasses tossed into the passenger footwell, big grin that shows she has slept enough and been kissed enough and seen enough, and then Oliver stands, unhurried, tall and completely at ease in a white shirt with sleeves rolled to the elbow and hands already empty because he travels with people who put things in order as they go.

We meet at the halfway mark between car and steps, which is how we’ve always done it; Bettie kisses both my cheeks and then my mouth in that quick friendly way that lands as ownership and permission at once, and Oliver folds me into a hug that lifts my feet clear of the ground for one second and sets me down without wobble.

“You were supposed to bring yourselves,” I say, still smiling. “You did not warn me you’d bring a small red orchestra.”

“Don’t blame us,” Bettie says, taking the keys out of Oliver’s hand without looking at him. “Blame the rental desk for having taste.”

Oliver glances past my shoulder toward the gallery and raises one eyebrow in that way of his that is both a compliment and reconnaissance. “I see three new collars,” he says. “Congratulations, tyrant.”

“Come meet them,” I say, turning, and the house produces them the way a good stage produces actors in the right order; Emma first because she moves toward any heat without flinching, Héloïse next because she needs to see faces before she can map them, Gisèle last because she does not rush a moment that will last longer if you enter it carefully. Colette and Valérie flank them like bookends that breathe; Antoine takes the place I always want him, two steps behind my right shoulder, public stillness wrapped around private alertness.

Bettie’s eyes light in that very specific way that says she feels a room’s current faster than most people can even sense there is water. “Oh, you have doubled your luck,” she says, and then she does the thing that makes some people bristle and some people blossom—she picks a spot on the flagstone, taps it with the toe of her sandal, and says, “Line up here, darlings, shoulders back, chins level, hands open, show me where you carry your breath.”

They do it almost without thinking because my rooms have taught them to receive that tone as an invitation, not a test. Emma sets herself at parade rest and then corrects, hands open instead of fists; Héloïse floats into position like a page aligning in a frame; Gisèle takes one long inhale and lets it out like a nurse who has set a fracture and knows she can look up now. Bettie watches, amused but not mocking, then smiles at me again. “You feed them well.”

“I keep them busy,” I say.

Oliver steps into the light as if he has been ordered to by gravity and not by any person. He stops in front of Emma and holds out his hands, palms up, waiting. She looks at me; I nod once; she lays her hands in his, puzzled and pleased. He turns them over, looks at the palms, the knuckles, the new cane welt still faint under the skin of her thigh where it peeks from her shorts, and he nods back to her like two professionals acknowledging weather. “You’re a boxer,” he says.

“Was,” she answers.

“Is,” he corrects gently, and releases her.

He faces Héloïse next and does nothing but look at her for a full three beats. “Good afternoon,” he says in French, slow and precise, as if greeting a librarian he wants on his side. “Would you say it back to me?”

“Bon après-midi,” she manages, and her mouth shapes the vowels as if they were from a familiar prayer.

“To me,” he repeats, softer, and she lifts her eyes and says it again, and the room warms a degree because direct attention still flusters her, and she survives it without folding.

Gisèle gets Bettie’s hand under her chin for one efficient second and a low hum of approval. “This one doesn’t fake,” Bettie says, and I do not nod; I do not have to.

We move the gathering to the orangery for drinks because it is too hot for the gallery and too early for the terrace, and because the citrus trees make new people feel like they are both inside and outside, which is helpful when a house like mine opens itself. Colette has already shifted into host mode—the good glasses, the jug of iced tea sweating on a tray, olives and almonds, a plate of thinly sliced peaches that smell faintly like the sun—and Valérie shepherds us into chairs with that quiet choreography she makes out of other people’s comfort.

Bettie drops into a wicker lounge as if it has been waiting for her since last summer and flicks her scarf at Oliver’s shoulder. “Kneel and show them how a gentleman takes off my sandals,” she says without sugar, and he kneels without flourish and unbuckles the straps and sets the shoes neatly side by side, then rests his knuckles on the floor at her ankle in a pose that makes every new collar in the room inhale because it is play, yes, but it is also a clear display of what power can look like when you choose it gladly.

Emma doesn’t blink, but her spine changes shape by one quiet degree; the part of her that knows how to read an opponent is trying to reconcile that knee with the authority Oliver carried two minutes ago. Héloïse flushes at the intimacy and then looks at Colette to see how she should hold her face; Colette’s expression is open and amused, so Héloïse practices that. Gisèle’s eyes flick to me, question written without accusation: what are their rules? I give her back a small shrug that says watch and you will learn the same way you learned to count pulses, by touch and timing.

“Tell me everything,” Bettie says, slinging her legs over the arm of the chair now that she’s barefoot and picking up a peach slice with two fingers. “You look like a woman who has been both fed and challenged.”

“I’m greedy and I’m tired,” I say, honest because with these two that is the only currency, “and I am happier than I have earned.”

Oliver hands me an envelope with flight stubs and the rental agreement and a folded note that reads like a logistical love letter—times, keys, expected deliveries here and in New York while they’re away—and then he sits at Bettie’s feet as if there is nowhere else to be. “The place looks the same and not the same,” he says. “I like more.”

“We like more,” Bettie corrects him, and then she turns back to me. “And we brought gossip to trade for olives.”

“First, my gossip,” I say, because I have been waiting to ask since the red car came around the bend. “How is the baby?”

Bettie’s face changes in a way I have only seen in the faces of people who have decided to love something that outlives them, a light that cannot be faked or learned. “Perfect,” she says, not the way people on holiday say it, but the way a woman who has counted breaths at three in the morning says it. “She is loud when she is hungry and silent when Oliver sings, she hates socks, she prefers the window light in the guest room to the nursery sunlight, and she will chew any book she can reach.”

Oliver fishes his phone from his pocket and swipes until a photo stops the world the way a hand can stop a heart, the kind where the baby is nothing but eyes and a fist and an ear pressed against his shirt as if the ear has known music longer than language. He holds the screen so everyone can see, and no one has to lean. Emma’s face goes soft, and then she corrects it, embarrassed by softness; Héloïse puts her hand to her collar as if the tag needs to hear about new life; Gisèle looks at the angle of the baby’s head and the relaxed shape of Oliver’s hand and nods because it is safe.

“She’s with your people,” I say, because I know the answer, but I want to hear the shape of it.

“With my people,” Oliver confirms, no apology anywhere in it. “Penthouse is a hive right now; the girls have her on a rotation that would make an air-traffic controller proud. Two feed, one logs, one naps in the nursery chair, so everyone gets a shoulder to cry on that isn’t mine. We hired a night nurse for three nights a week because I am not as young as my ego, but the rest is in-house; they insisted, and I didn’t argue. We FaceTime with Bettie’s breasts and my terrible morning voice whenever time zones cooperate.”

“Stop pretending your voice is terrible,” Bettie says, flicking a peach pit at him; he catches it like a trick he was born knowing. “The baby falls asleep on the second verse of anything. The harem has turned into a guild of aunties; they are terrifying and holy. If anyone tries to knock on the door with an opinion, they get the kind of smile that makes grown men decide to go home and google ‘how to be useful.’”

I laugh because I can see it and because I love them. “Bring her next time,” I say.

“We will,” Bettie says, “but I wanted the first trip to be us being ours. And we wanted to see what you’ve built now that you decided three was a good number again.”

Emma’s mouth twitches. “We’re good,” she says, sort of to me and sort of to Bettie, who hears subtext better than anyone. “We’re working.”

“I can smell it,” Bettie says. “Work smells like lemon oil and pride.”

She stands and crosses to Héloïse without asking permission because in my house, she has it, then stops a polite distance away and waits. “May I see your sentence?” she asks softly in French. “The one you use in the market.”

Héloïse hesitates, then looks at Colette; Colette nods once. Héloïse lifts her chin and says, “Non merci, excusez-nous,” and she says it with a tone that is not an apology and not a dare, and Bettie claps once, quiet and delighted.

“Again,” Bettie says, and Héloïse says it again, and Bettie tips an imaginary hat and steps back as if the path has been ceded. The small demonstration fascinates the room more than any show of skin could have done; authority displaying manners fits perfectly here.

Oliver asks Emma for a tour of the security radios and she lights for a second because he asked a question that feels like a glove she can put on, and the two of them fall into a low, technical conversation about dead zones under the south wall and what kind of battery life we get in high heat, and Antoine listens without interrupting and then adds a brief sentence about a new hinge, and Oliver smiles in that quick approving way good commanders use when they meet other good commanders.

Gisèle has already produced a small vial from her pocket and tapped two drops of something onto a cloth; she hands it to Valérie without comment, and Valérie breathes in and then passes it to Bettie, who laughs at the peppermint and cypress and says it smells like a spa that serves opinions for lunch.

We take them through the rooms like people who aren’t showing off because they don’t have to. The gallery looks clean again after last night’s trial; the studio smells of chalk and chamomile; the kitchen library has three new labels that would meet Héloïse’s own standards now that she’s made them herself; the courtyard holds the roadster like a cherry dropped in a glass. Bettie runs a finger along the edge of the piano and inspects the dust that isn’t there; Oliver checks the sightline from the west stairs to the front door without actually looking like he’s checking.

At the foot of the guest suite stairs, Bettie turns and catches the three new women in one net of attention again, not cruel, not even bold, just complete. “My dears,” she says, “we are hell on wheels in a different country, but we mind our hosts and we do not rearrange another woman’s house without being asked. If I poke, it will be to make you laugh or to see how far you can lean; if I push, it will be because your owner is watching and has nodded first.”

“Yes, Madam Bettie,” Emma says, unexpectedly and sincere; she looks surprised to hear the title come out of her mouth and then decides not to be.

“Just Bettie,” Bettie says, amused. “Save the madams for women who need them.”

We stand there a minute longer like a family at an airport gate that no one wants to leave. Then I tuck Bettie under my arm, palm against the back of her neck the way I used to do when we were first learning each other’s rhythms, and I tip my head toward the suite. “Go wash the road and wind off,” I say. “Dinner is simple and there’s a cold bottle with your names on it.”

Oliver kisses my cheek again on his way past and murmurs, “You look happy,” as if it were a secret I’d been guarding and he caught it anyway.

“I am,” I say, and watch them climb, and feel the villa do that thing it does when old friends cross the threshold, a kind of settling that is also a wake-up. The new subs watch the stairs until the turn hides our guests from view, then they look at me; I see fascination, I see a little unsettled hum that will turn into eagerness by morning, I see respect already knitting itself to curiosity.

“Back to your work,” I say, not unkindly. “We’ll play later. For now, remember that joy has rules too.”

They disperse, Colette tugging Héloïse’s braid like a promise, Valérie tapping Gisèle’s new tag once with her fingertip, Emma rolling her shoulders as if a sparring partner just walked into the gym and she can’t wait, and I stand under the fan and listen to the house take a longer breath because Bettie and Oliver are inside its lungs again, and everything I’ve built will sound clearer for their being here.
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We set the garden the way I like it when the air is soft—two low tables under the plane trees, white cloths that won’t fight the light, bowls of green olives and salted almonds, a platter of peaches and ribbons of jambon cru, and a wide champagne bucket packed with ice that holds three bottles of pale rosé with labels that look like they were painted with a single brush. At one end Bettie lays out a cedar box of cigars like jewels and at the other end Oliver has opened a old leather case that hides two épées, masks, and a coil of white body cords, which makes Emma’s eyebrows rise in a way I file for later because it’s the look she gets when a new sport smells like a familiar fight. Marc and Idris drift the perimeter in easy circuits; Antoine stands just off the gravel with his hands behind his back and his face neutral in that particular way of his that says he is ready to referee if asked and to disappear if that would serve the moment better. Colette pours the first glasses; Valérie slices peaches with the small knife she favors for flowers; Gisèle sets a water carafe within arm’s reach of anyone who might get too clever with wine.

Bettie sits without waiting to be invited, which is one of the reasons I always want her here, because her presence makes hierarchy feel like a dance we already know. She lights a cigar with one practiced flick, lets the first draw curl out slow, and passes me the box. “Pick one you’ll actually finish,” she says, teasing but not wrong. I choose a slim panatela because I am a realist about how much smoke I want in my lungs on a warm night, and she cups the flame while I toast the end, then leans back and eyes the villa like a general measuring supply lines.

“Now tell me how you plan to keep this thing you’ve grown from falling over in a breeze,” she says, not unkind, and I laugh because only Bettie can call my house a thing and make it sound like a compliment.

“I cap the number,” I say, steady, because this part I’ve thought through to the bone. “Three new collars is enough. I don’t host another auction; if we gather people, it’s for skills and consent, not sale. We write the downshift protocol—if I get sick or we take a hit, Valérie has the floor for ritual, Colette has the kitchen and the schedule, Antoine locks perimeter and handles guests, I stay out of their way. We move from spectacle to cadence: weeklies for posture and breath, monthlies for check-ins, quarters for a salon with invited houses who sign papers and leave phones in a basket. I spend where attention saves more than it costs—first-aid, sleep, decent shoes—because broken feet and broken trust both cost more than a car.”

Bettie sips rosé, no garnish, and sets the glass down with a click that makes the plane leaves ripple only because I am watching for signs. “Revenue,” she says, as if she were asking about the weather. “You can feed pride on peaches, but not payroll.”

“The salons pay for themselves and then some,” I answer. “Discreet nights, capped guests, instruction folded into play so no one can say it’s just a party, a charity line item to make the ledger look as ethical as it is. I’m not running a hotel and I’m not turning us into a brand; I am building a place people whisper about because it feels clean and sharp and they leave better than they came.”

“And jealousy,” she says, flicking ash into a small dish Colette has placed just where the ash would have landed if it were left to its own devices. “Growth cracks where the old seams sit.”

“Named and scheduled,” I say. “Two private hours a week for each new collar with her owner that no one else can steal, circle debriefs when sparks flare, public rules for private cuts—if a fight starts in the kitchen, we finish it at the table so everyone knows the shape of the repair. We let envy be a signal, not a sin.”

She smiles, pleased, and leans forward on her elbows, the cigar balanced like punctuation between her fingers. “Good. Now tell me what you do when the world comes for your quiet—paparazzi, a bored prosecutor, a neighbor who decides your lavender fields hide sin.”

“I give them nothing interesting to photograph,” I say. “Phones out, names in; guests sign confidentiality that reads like a love letter to consent; we keep a legal fund; we donate publicly to the women’s clinic and the fire brigade; we invite the mayor’s wife to a charity barre class and we feed everyone who shows up with decent bread. And if the world still comes, we do not panic; we shut the gates and let the lawyers earn their retainers.”

Bettie grins around the cigar as if I have just sung her favorite verse. “I do love when you’ve written the play before the curtain goes up,” she says. “You were always better at strategy when you were in love with the pieces.”

On the gravel beyond the table Oliver has set Emma in a stance that looks ridiculous for a boxer—heels in line, knees soft, blade hand out like a divining rod—and I can tell from the set of her jaw she is trying not to laugh at herself because the point work is so fine compared to the weight she is used to throwing. Antoine offers a mask to each with a small bow that reads as courtly rather than service; he steps back, raises a hand, and says, “Ready,” the same way he says break or time when we need the room to obey physics more than feelings. Oliver rolls his wrist; the foil tip traces a circle in the air; he looks weightless in the way strong men do when they have learned how to hide it.

Emma makes the first mistake by thinking forward without thinking distance; she leans her shoulder instead of moving her front foot, and Oliver taps her blade aside and flicks to chest with an almost bored economy that makes her bark out a frustrated laugh in the mask. “Foot first,” he says, genial, and she nods and resets, the nod so sharp it almost counts as footwork itself.

Bettie watches without turning her head because she can track five conversations at once; she taps ash again and asks, “Does Antoine fence?”

“Enough to judge,” I say, and see the shade of a smile move across Antoine’s mouth as he hears himself mentioned but doesn’t turn his head; he lifts a finger in a small correction that only Emma can see—elbow lower, left hand quiet—and she obeys as if he has pulled a string.

Oliver yields an inch, testing to see if she takes it; she does with a correct advance this time, and he retreats, barely, to keep measure where he wants it; they trade a gentle percussion of blade on blade, metal tasting metal, and then he lunges smooth and she voids left on instinct, which makes everyone exhale because it would have been beautiful if this were sabre and not foil; the tip misses, she overbalances, recovers, and Antoine’s hand lifts again, two fingers forming a tiny gate that means do not rush the re-poste; she listens, denies the urge, and makes a neat disengage under his blade to land one touch on his belly that doesn’t count but counts in the way that will send her to bed happy.

“Again,” Antoine says, and Oliver salutes, and the second pass runs cleaner; it is the kind of picture I like to see in my house—two tops who won’t peacock because control is the peacock, a new fighter who learns without sulking, and the man I submit to in private doing exactly what I need in public, which is to make a game into a lesson without turning it into church.

Bettie pours more rosé without asking; she scoots her chair until our knees touch and lowers her voice so the question becomes a secret passed between old thieves. “Do you want Oliver to spar with Antoine later when the house is asleep,” she asks, “or would you rather the game stay pretty and daytime?”

“I want them to like each other too much,” I say, smiling, “and I want them to compete as if it matters without it ever mattering, and I want Oliver to lose by one touch tomorrow and win by one touch the day after, and I want Antoine to be smug about neither outcome because he will save his smug for me.”

She laughs the laugh that broke three hearts and delighted five cities. “You are incorrigible, and I will always feed you for it.”

On the gravel Oliver calls, “Last touch,” and Antoine nods, and the new pass looks like it has been practiced for months because that is how fast good bodies learn when respect is the solvent; Emma sets a perfect distance, Oliver pushes it, she retreats without her shoulders climbing, they bind blades once, twice, and then he feints high and flicks low and she almost catches it because Antoine’s two fingers move like a metronome and then she doesn’t because he is Oliver and he has twenty years in this game, and the tip taps her hip in a way that is more compliment than point. They salute, masks off, both smiling, and the exchange is not about who beat whom; it is about the way both of them leave the space bigger than they found it.

“Friendly enough,” Bettie murmurs. “But rivalry needs a hinge.”

Antoine steps onto the gravel with a foil in his hand before I can say anything, and Oliver turns with that gracious half-bow he uses when he is genuinely pleased. “Just to five,” Oliver says.

“To five,” Antoine agrees, tone mild, eyes not mild at all, and Emma steps back a pace and sips water like a cornerman who has earned her seat. In the first two touches they test tempo and get nowhere on purpose; in the third Oliver tries a second-intention that would embarrass a lesser opponent and Antoine eats it with the smallest parry I’ve ever seen him make, then lands a perfectly boring straight attack that makes Bettie clap once under her breath because boring is a kind of dominance most men can’t pull off without being dull. Fourth touch goes to Oliver on a counter-time that would make a coach proud; fifth goes nowhere on a double they both accept with a shrug. They stop at three-three because the point tonight is not a number.

When they come in, Bettie stands and holds the cigar for Oliver to take a draw while she keeps her hands free; it’s a trick and a treaty in one gesture. He inhales, passes it back, and I feel the house settle the way a cat does when it finds its person’s lap after a day of wind and chairs.

“What else,” Bettie says, as if the earlier questions were appetizers and we have come to the bite that matters. “What is the one place you are still lying to yourself?”

“I want to believe I don’t like being watched,” I say, because we are telling the truth tonight, “and I like it very much, and I will pretend to be virtuous about privacy only until you catch me setting chairs in a semicircle at the foot of my bed.”

She puts a hand on my knee and squeezes once, sister and co-conspirator both. “Then write the chairs into the rules,” she says. “Nothing breaks when it is named.”

Oliver has Emma’s attention again, but this time it’s not about blades; he’s showing her a footwork drill that looks like a dance combo, advance-lunge-recover with a tapped cadence, and she copies it until the rhythm gets under her skin and starts to feel like walk-walk-kiss, and when she realizes it she blushes and then laughs at herself for blushing, and I am glad because joy is an element as vital as salt and the villa runs better when the air tastes of it.

Valérie brings us plates of grilled bread brushed with oil, and Bettie eats in small bites that would not satisfy most people but are exactly enough for her; she keeps quizzing me while she chews, delightful tyranny intact. “Do you plan to lend your seniors as visiting faculty,” she asks, “or will you hoard?”

“Lend with contracts,” I say. “Four weekends a year, one city a weekend, curriculum tied to our house style—posture, breath, aftercare as art—and a clause that says anyone who touches them answers to me. We charge enough to make it real; we keep the money boring; we keep the stories good.”

“Do it,” she says. “And say no to anything that smells like a podcast.”

The rosé drops by inches; the cigars burn down to inch-long embers that make the dusk smell like confidence; Marc and Idris trade the perimeter with a glance that looks like chess and feels like guardrails; Colette leans against the plane-tree trunk with Héloïse tucked under her arm like a book she wants to keep reading; Gisèle sits at Valérie’s feet and massages her arch with the clinical tenderness that made me want her in the first place; Emma squints at Oliver’s wrist to memorize a feint; Antoine lets his sword arm dangle and watches me watch him.

When the sky drops to copper, Bettie stands and stretches, an elegant cat in a summer dress, and kisses my cheek in the absent-minded way of people who have been family longer than they’ve been lovers or anything so simple. “This will do,” she says, which is Bettie for I am proud of you, and I feel that stupid little flare behind my ribs that makes me nineteen and starving and finally fed.

Oliver offers Antoine his hand, not to shake, to squeeze, and Antoine accepts it with that fractional bow again, two men who could turn a room into a church if either of them cared to preach, and I see in that polite pressure the hinge Bettie wanted: a rivalry that will push both of them toward excellence without making me referee their egos, a friendly war that ends in wine and laughter and my mouth at someone’s throat when the doors are locked.

We blow out the citronella candles; we carry the gear inside; we leave two glasses and a bowl of olives for the ghosts I pretend not to believe in; and as the house folds in around us I catalogue what the evening gave me—questions that forced me to speak the plan out loud, touches that sharpened friendship into edge, a new drill that will make Emma’s feet smarter, a smile on Valérie that I have not seen since she collared, and the particular sweetness of knowing Bettie and Oliver will be here to witness the cutting of three tags if the fortnight goes the way I think it will. I take Bettie’s cigar end and grind it in the ash, I look at Oliver’s case and imagine it on the studio shelf with other tools we trust, and I let the night close with the warm certainty that our little empire has room for both of them and for everything their presence stirs up—play, rivalry, and the clean insistence that growth should be brave but never sloppy.
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We keep the north gallery dark at the edges and bright in the middle, lamps lowered to amber so skin reads warm and faces read honest, rugs rolled back to bare oak for footing, mirrors uncovered because I want the room to see itself while it works; Marc and Idris take their posts at the doors, not looming, just there the way doorframes are there, and Antoine stands at the far column with a small clipboard and that steady referee stillness that lets people forget he exists until the count matters. I have a carafe of water on a low table, a folded blanket for aftercare, a tray of small tools that are more about instruction than spectacle—soft rope, silk sash, candle in a broad dish, a metronome, nothing heavy, nothing that would turn the night into proof by bruises.

Bettie sits like she owns the room—which she doesn’t, which I do, which is why I love her—and crosses one leg over the other, cigar unlit because we keep the gallery clear but held like punctuation in a conversation we haven’t started; Oliver leans against the piano with his sleeves rolled and his eyes half amused, half measuring. Emma chooses a place on the back bench with her hands open on her thighs to keep them from announcing a fight that isn’t coming. Colette and Valérie stand at the edge of the light with their girls beside them, collars catching lamp glow, shoulders stacked, breaths visible, juniors about to carry senior weight.

“Tonight is borrowed authority,” I say, not loudly, just enough to carry; heads tip toward me, and silence softens. “Bettie will lend Valérie a co-top hand with Gisèle so the house can see how calm can sharpen under a second voice; Oliver will ask Colette to command Héloïse in public so the mouth that has learned to read will learn to be heard; Antoine keeps time and calls pause if I raise a hand; no one else speaks unless spoken to; consent has already been read aloud and signed; safe word remains ‘stoplight,’ and I will honor it before it finishes leaving a mouth.”

Bettie pats the chair beside her with two fingers, and Valérie steps into the circle as if she were stepping onto a stage she built; Gisèle follows, steady as a tide, hair braided low, the brushed-steel fortnight tag cool against her throat. Bettie’s tone is velvet over wire. “You will let her touch be the law,” she tells Gisèle, nodding at Valérie, “and you will let my voice be the second law. You can look at either of us; you do not need to perform; you do need to tell us what lands.”

Valérie warms oil in her palm with the patient friction that makes heat, not gloss, and stands behind Gisèle, one hand hovering over the sternum without contact. “I am going to set your breath,” she says, that dancer cadence turned clinical; she taps a beat on Gisèle’s ribs, sets the metronome to a slow four, and matches it herself before asking the nurse to match her back. The first minute is nothing but air moving in a pattern, and the room relaxes into it because order is a narcotic when it’s given freely.

Bettie slides the silk sash forward on the floor with the tip of her sandal. “Valérie, bind her wrists in front, loose figure-eight,” she says, not a suggestion. Valérie does it neatly, not a knot to show off, a knot to work; she checks capillary refill with a gentle pinch because, of course she does; Gisèle nods without speaking because her mouth is already on the count. “Now,” Bettie continues, “wax, edge only, no puddles, follow the curve of the scapula; ask before you drop.”

Valérie lights the candle, waits for a pool to form, then tilts until one red bead rounds and slides; “May I,” she asks, and at Gisèle’s yes she paints a path no wider than a ribbon across the upper back, far from the braid, far from the rope; the first heat lands and Gisèle exhales not like a patient, like a person being seen exactly where she can take it. Bettie watches without interference for two runs, then leans forward. “Change hands,” she says, “your dominant wrist is tiring; keep the same line with the other, prove the pace isn’t a trick of strength.” Valérie swaps, breath steady, heat steady, and the bead obeys the metronome again; this is what I wanted the house to feel—command that adjusts the top to serve the bottom, not the other way around.

Antoine lifts two fingers: two minutes left. Bettie smiles that wolf-light smile that isn’t hunger, it’s delight. “Now ask for what you need,” she tells Gisèle. The nurse does not rush. “Left higher, right slower,” she says, simple, and Valérie answers without pride, adjusts, then leans and kisses beside the steel tag once with a mouth that is not demonstrative, just there, and the tremor that runs through Gisèle is the small tremor that happens when scar tissue decides not to hold a joint hostage anymore. I could stop the scene there and call it perfect, but I let the timer run to the bell; when it dings, Valérie cups water in her hand and cools the lines like grammar corrected, then unties the figure-eight and rubs circulation back while Bettie nods once as if a chapter has been filed.

The room’s temperature has changed, not to heat, but to trust. I look at Oliver; he has already stepped forward and drawn a clean rectangle on the floor with chalk, a boundary the size of an entryway rug; Colette and Héloïse move into it without prompting, teacher and student who are also owner and owned; borrowed authority tonight is more about the mouth than the hand.

Oliver folds his arms. “You will command, Colette,” he says, that dry American baritone that turns curiosity into an order, “and you will not apologize for it; you will ask for five directives only, and they will be specific; she will obey and she will speak back only to confirm. If your voice wavers, I will take your wrist for one breath and give it back.”

Colette’s eyes flash to me; I give her nothing but a still face because she has everything she needs. She squares her shoulders, not a chef now, a conductor, and makes her first call soft but clear. “Kneel,” she says to Héloïse, “and put your hands palm-up on your thighs.” Héloïse kneels and places her hands correctly; the library posture comes with her, the spine that reads aloud. “Sentence,” Colette adds, and Héloïse says, “Yes, ma’am,” and the words are there without dust on them.

“Second,” Colette says, voice firmer, “eyes on me while I walk around you.” She circles, and Héloïse holds the gaze; the tremble is in the eyelids, not the chin; she’s winning a small fight with her reflex to lower. “Third,” Colette goes on, “say the market sentence to the room.” Héloïse’s blush arrives, stays, does not rule her. “Non merci, excusez-nous,” she says, tone even, and a few people on the back bench smile like they’ve just seen someone tie a knot for the first time without looking at their fingers.

Oliver lifts a hand to his mouth and hides a grin; the borrowed authority is working. “Fourth,” Colette says, and now her voice has the simple weight I wanted for her, “come to your feet slowly, take three steps to me, and stop when your toes meet mine.” Héloïse does it, not dainty, not deer-like, just obedient; when the toes touch, she breathes once and steadies herself as if she were coming off a ferry onto land. “Fifth,” Colette says, and now she risks the ask that costs her—“kiss my palm and say ‘I am yours in public too.’” The room is so quiet I can hear the metronome’s phantom. Héloïse lifts Colette’s hand to her mouth, presses lips where kitchen knives have made small calluses, and says it, small but clean: “I am yours in public too.”

The tremble is visible now—in Colette’s throat as much as in Héloïse’s knees—but it is the right tremble, the one that happens when two pieces click into a hinge instead of clattering past each other. Oliver steps in one pace and takes Colette’s wrist for that promised single breath; he squeezes, releases, and steps back, no correction offered because none is needed. Antoine taps his clipboard once—time—and the simple sound eases the spell without breaking it; Colette nods to Héloïse, and Héloïse drops her eyes with relief that reads like gratitude, not collapse.

We do not applaud in the gallery because clapping reads loud; instead I step forward and make the kinds of small public gestures this house understands as praise. For Valérie and Gisèle, I touch the candle’s rim and say, “Exact,” and I see Valérie’s mouth tilt with pride she doesn’t have to swallow; for Colette and Héloïse, I lay two fingers lightly against their joined hands and say, “Held,” and Colette blinks hard once and inhales like someone stepping out of a cold river into a towel.

“Debrief, one line each,” I say, because I want the lesson sealed while the room still remembers the shape of it. Bettie raises a brow that says she approves of the economy. “Valérie.”

“I learned that my calm can carry weight with another woman’s voice beside it,” she says.

“Gisèle.”

“I learned that asking is sometimes the most useful thing I can do with a full breath.”

“Colette.”

“I learned that my voice does not need a kitchen to have a spine.”

“Héloïse.”

“I learned that public does not mean exposed, it can mean held.”

“Emma,” I add, because her eyes have tracked every beat even when her hands stayed open.

“I learned that I want to be commanded by someone who looks like they were born to serve and serve by someone who looks like they were born to command,” she says, not embarrassed by the paradox, which is why I chose her.

Oliver laughs quietly; Bettie’s smile is the kind that puts teeth away and shows everything else. “Well done,” she says to the room, then tips her head toward Valérie without looking away from me. “If you want a second round, shorten it and add a step no one expects.”

I weigh the temperature, look at Antoine, see the fractional nod that says the perimeter is still bored and therefore safe, and decide to end while we are ahead; learning loves hunger more than satiety. “Not tonight,” I say. “We will sleep with this and wake up wanting more.”

Aftercare unfolds like muscle memory. Valérie brings water to Gisèle and rubs out the small spots of heat with oil that smells of chamomile; Colette takes Héloïse to the bench under the window and tucks the blanket over her knees while she reads a paragraph of something neutral to bring the heart rate down; Emma starts stacking the unused cushions without being asked; Antoine puts the candle out with a cap, not a breath, because we do things professionally even when they look like games. Bettie squeezes my fingers once as she stands, then lets go; Oliver snaps the chalk line with a damp cloth until the rectangle is a ghost and then nothing.

On our way out, I catch the eyes of both juniors—Valérie first, then Colette—and give them the nod I reserve for work that clears my private bar; their shoulders settle a little, the good drop after the good strain. In the hall, Bettie hooks two fingers in my belt loop and tugs me closer like we are girls again; Oliver falls in beside Antoine and murmurs something about measure that sounds like fencing and sounds like life.

The house doesn’t sleep yet; it glows with the after-heat of a demonstration that did what it was supposed to do—let the young carry borrowed crowns long enough to feel the weight and discover they wanted it, let their girls tremble without mistaking tremor for danger, let everyone see that authority here is a craft we teach, not a trick we perform. In bed later I will replay the two sentences that mattered—the quiet left higher, right slower and the brave I am yours in public too—and I will know the fortnight is doing the work I wanted it to do, which is to make permanence feel less like a promise and more like a structure we have already begun to live inside.

~ ~ ~

We finish dinner on the terrace under a sky that still holds a little heat, citrus and grilled rosemary running through the air, and I let the plates sit because tonight’s conversation is heavier than dishes and I don’t want anyone mistaking clatter for permission to hide; when the last glass is set down I ask the house to join me in the north gallery, and the way chairs scrape tells me most of them already know we’re not here for logistics.

I stand where the piano throws a slice of lamplight across my shins and look first at Colette, then at Oliver, then at Antoine, and only then at everyone else; Bettie folds into a chair with that feline stillness that means she is present and kind and dangerous to any lie.

“I have a proposal,” I say, voice measured so it doesn’t land asa decree, “and I’m going to speak it plainly because plain speech is what keeps us safe. Colette has asked me—privately, repeatedly, with time to reconsider—to arrange her first penetrative encounter. She asked for Oliver as the partner and for Bettie as the witness. She asked me to stage and hold the frame. I said yes in principle, on one condition: that we speak it in the open before any door closes and that every person named—Colette, Oliver, Bettie, Antoine, me—states consent out loud, sets limits out loud, and holds their own safe word.”

There’s a shift in the room—surprise in a few shoulders, relief in others—and I keep my eyes steady on Antoine because the foundation only holds if he feels the floor under him, not a rug pulled at the last second.

“This is not a punishment,” I say to him, so no one mistakes my intention, “and it’s not a weapon. It’s a gift Colette asked for and a responsibility Oliver agreed to consider. If we do it, we do it because all of us want the outcome and none of us need it to hurt anyone’s dignity to work.”

Colette clears her throat and steps forward one pace, small but steady. “I asked for this,” she says, looking at Antoine first and then at me. “I want my first to be with someone calm and experienced and not part of our daily triangle, so the weight stays clean. I want Bettie in the room to keep the ritual from turning to theater and to keep me brave if my breath runs fast. I asked Sigourney to hold the frame because frames are what she’s best at. I need this to be mine, not an accident, I explain to myself later.”

Oliver doesn’t move from where he stands by Bettie’s chair; he does what he always does when the room expects too much from a man and he wants to give exactly enough—he lowers his chin and answers without decoration. “I consent,” he says, “under rules we agree on right now and can revoke at any time. I’ll narrate, I’ll ask, I’ll stop if any person—Colette, Sigourney, Bettie, Antoine—speaks a no. I’m here to serve the outcome Colette wants, not to collect a story.”

Bettie takes my hand and squeezes once, not possession, not comfort, just ballast. “I’ll watch the room and the timing,” she says, “I’ll watch Sigourney so she doesn’t turn into a director when she needs to be a witness, and I’ll watch Oliver so experience doesn’t slide into habit.”

I keep Antoine for last so no one can read his answer as a footnote, and so he feels the full weight of the choice. He looks at Colette, and the look is tender in a way only a man who has done difficult repair can manage; then he looks at Oliver, and there’s the briefest hitch, then an honest nod; then he finds me. “I consent to the plan,” he says, voice even but not dry, “and I want two conditions. One: I will not be surprised again with something this intimate in public; I want private notice next time so I can bring my best self where it belongs. Two: I will be in the room as a witness only if Colette still wants me there after we set limits; if she would rather I stand outside the door and keep a perimeter, I will do that and not take it as exclusion.”

Colette doesn’t pause. “I want you in the room,” she says, quick and sure. “Not to test you. To make the room feel like ours, even when Oliver is inside it.”

Antoine’s mouth softens, a relief he lets us see. “Then I’ll take the witness chair and keep my hands on my knees.”

“Limits,” I say, because we’ve built too many good nights to forget the one part that turns good into durable. “Colette, say yours.”

She breathes once. “Slow,” she says. “No undressing me like a trick. No dirty talk. No spectators beyond the four of you. I want to be the one who says yes to each next step; I want Valérie in the hall with water and blankets; I want my music and my light.”

“Done,” Oliver says. “Add mine—no alcohol, no fingers anywhere you haven’t named, no pressure to praise anything, and I stop if I can’t read your face.”

Bettie taps her knee. “Mine are simple,” she says. “If I say ‘pause,’ we pause; if I say ‘stop,’ we stop; and if Sigourney looks at me like a producer, I’ll tip her head back by the hair and make her breathe.”

“You will not,” I say, dry, which makes the room exhale the laugh it needs, and then I look at Antoine. “Your limit.”

“My limit,” he says, “is that I’m not used as a mirror on purpose. I’m there to witness, not to be watched being wounded.”

“Good,” I say. “Safe words—Colette keeps ‘stoplight.’ Oliver and Bettie keep ‘enough.’ Antoine keeps ‘yellow’ from our own drills. I keep ‘red’ if anything in the room becomes about power that isn’t consent.”

We don’t clap; we don’t need noise. I thank the house for staying with the weight of it, dismiss the gallery with simple logistics—dishes, doors, quiet—and keep only the five of us and Valérie, who will run the hall and aftercare. Gisèle asks with her eyes if I need her kit; I shake my head and point her to sleep. Emma hugs Colette once with both arms and then peels off like a good teammate who knows when to keep her excellence out of someone else’s spotlight.

We go to Colette’s room the long way because walking matters; she chooses the lamp on the dresser instead of the overhead, pulls the linen coverlet smooth, opens the window an inch to let the night in; Valérie sets two bottles of water on the bedside table, one glass, one straw, then disappears to the hall with a look I know will be patient as the moon.

Bettie takes the chair by the window. Antoine takes the chair near the foot of the bed that faces me more than them, and I take the wall at the head so I can see his face and hers without moving. Oliver stands at the threshold until Colette nods him in; I like that he waits, not because it’s performative but because thresholds are part of the ritual and we treat them like it.

He doesn’t touch her first. He asks. “May I sit beside you?” he asks, his voice pitched for her alone. She nods. “May I hold your hand?” Yes. “May I kiss your forehead?” Yes. The kisses migrate by permission, paced by questions: may I, yes, may I, yes, the map drawn inch by inch, and we all listen to the sound of consent spoken and answered until the rhythm is clear enough to carry the weight of the next hour.

I keep my eyes more on Antoine than on the bed because that is the job I gave myself; he sits with his spine straight and his hands open and the set of his jaw is not anger, it’s concentration, and when emotion rises he breathes through it the way he taught Emma to do on the gravel path, three beats in, four out, and when he looks at me I don’t hide that I am proud of him, because pride is as much aftercare as blankets.

Bettie watches me watch him—of course she does—and when my shoulders creep toward my ears, she gives me that tiny tilt of the chin that means drop and I drop; I breathe out so I’m not the room’s metronome by accident. Oliver and Colette keep narrating, not for us, for themselves—“slower,” “more pressure,” “stop there, stay,” the words of two people drawing a circle around a first time and stepping into it together—and when the coverlet shifts I let my focus blur because detail is not our business here, presence is our business.

There’s a moment when Colette’s breath stutters and her fingers catch Oliver’s wrist and Oliver stops without requiring the reason, waits with his forehead against hers until her body decides which direction it wants, and when she nods he follows; there’s another when she says “no words now” and he obeys the way good men do when obedience is the bravest thing left; there’s a third when her eyes find mine over Oliver’s shoulder and the look is gratitude and vulnerability and command in a single line, and I understand it to mean hold him and hold me and hold the house all at once.

I sit down on the carpet beside Antoine and put my hand over his on the chair arm; he doesn’t look away from the bed but his fingers shift to thread with mine; Bettie puts her foot against my calf, a small pressure that says she has me from the other side; if anyone were to see us from the door they would think we are a strange little circuit—witness to witness to witness—but it feels right, and the room hums with the sense of a thing done correctly, not because it is pretty, because it is true.

Time gets strange the way it does in surgeries and songs; minutes stretch and compress; the lamp halo stays the same. When it’s right to do so, Oliver asks the last question he needs: “Are you ready?” and Colette answers with her hand on his cheek and a yes that is not a whisper and not a shout, something steady and grown, and I look away then because the rest belongs to them. I watch Antoine breathe. I watch Bettie close her eyes so she doesn’t steal the moment, even with love. I watch the window curtain move, and I think about frames and how they hold pictures only because there’s a wall behind them.

When the room releases enough that words can land again, Oliver is the one who narrates the ending. “I’m stopping,” he says softly, like a pilot saying wheels down, “I’m still with you, I’m here,” and then everything is the soft sounds that come after exertion done right—water bottle cap, a laugh that isn’t comic so much as human, the sigh people make when they recognize the floor of their own chest again. Bettie stands and kisses the top of my head the way she kisses a baby when she walks past a crib; Antoine squeezes my fingers and lets go, and then he stands and gives Colette a small bow that is not solemn and is not joke, and leaves the room without thumping his chest with pride or wound, which might be the most grown thing I’ve seen him do in a year.

Valérie slides in with the blanket and the glass with the straw; Oliver yields the bed edge to her without being told; Bettie takes his elbow and steers him out; I follow them to the hall and pull the door close enough to make a veil and far enough to let air; we don’t speak until we’ve reached the turn where the stair treads always creak.

“You did that well,” Bettie says, and it lands in my sternum like relief.

“Thank you,” I say, and I mean it in six directions at once.

We walk back past the dark gallery, past the piano that has learned too many versions of our names, past the corridor where Emma sleeps with her hands open on the sheet as if ready to catch something even in dreams, and I think about how easy it would have been to make tonight a performance and how much better it felt as a rite, and how this is how we grow without breaking—by telling the truth first, by asking, by answering, by keeping the room honest even when the bed is the center.

In the morning there will be eggs and peaches and a dozen small tasks that keep a house like mine from drifting; there will be a debrief I will keep short and clean; there will be work for everyone and a long nap for Colette if I can make her take it; there will be Oliver watching Antoine with a new kind of affection and Antoine returning it in his clipped, almost-invisible way; there will be Bettie catching my eye across the table and grinning like we got away with something when really what we did was build something. For now, I stand in the quiet and let the villa breathe around me, as if the walls themselves understand what we borrowed and what we gave back, and I go to bed certain that the tag at Colette’s throat means more tonight than metal, because it was earned on purpose and witnessed with care.
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Collaring Eve lands on the villa like a held note—no rush, no wobble—just the steady pressure that asks everyone to show what they’ve built in the last two weeks. I clear the north gallery the way I always do for tests that matter: rugs rolled to the wall, mirrors uncovered so the room can see its own posture, lamps turned low and warm to keep the edges kind, and I set three things at the piano lid as anchors for the night: the leather folio that holds the contracts, a slim stack of cardstock for notes I will almost certainly not need, and the small brass bell Antoine will ring if the room needs to shift without me speaking. Marc and Idris take the doors; they look like doorframes, nothing more. Bettie chooses the chair beneath the tall window where she can watch without being the center of anything. Oliver takes the place at the piano where his height can vanish if he wants it to. Colette and Valérie stand with their girls. Emma rolls her shoulders once and then stills them. Héloïse clutches a narrow sheaf of parchment she insisted on copying by hand even after I told her a printout would do. Gisèle holds a tablet and a bound ledger so neat it looks like an exhibit for a museum on care.

“Three finals,” I say, letting my voice settle the air. “One vow, one ledger, one breath. You are not here to impress me; you are here to tell the truth in a format that honors you. I will not interrupt. Antoine will time. When each of you finishes, you will drink water and sit with your owner while the room absorbs what you gave it.”

Antoine raises two fingers—ready—and I nod to Héloïse because language first is the right order for a house like mine.

She steps into the light with that careful dignity she’s taught herself to carry outside the library and opens the parchment. The script is even and dark—a column of medieval French she has tuned to sound like a hymn when said softly and like a rule when said aloud. She doesn’t ask if we are ready; she begins, voice low and firm, not performative, not shy, just hers.

“Je promets,” she says, and the room tilts toward her without moving, “por l’amor del servise et por la pais de ceste maison, tenir le cuer ouvers e la langue breve; je promets obeir as comandemenz de ma dame Colette, qui les reçoit de sa dame Sigourney, sens faindre ne feindre.” She breathes steady and then continues, weaving terms that sound like they were written on vellum yesterday: to keep her body like a tuned instrument, to hold silence as offering and not as withdrawal, to ask before giving so that giving does not turn into debt, to carry the market sentence as a sword she keeps sheathed until needed but always sharp. The vowels lift and fall; the rhythm is clean; the pledge is not a poem pretending to be a contract—it is a contract with music in it.

She finishes the medieval and raises her eyes to me for permission. I nod. She reads the translation she wrote in modern French—still formal, absolutely plain—and then adds three lines she did not show me yesterday, the only improvisation I will allow on a night like this: that she understands obedience in this house runs upward through Colette to me, and that she accepts Antoine’s corrections when they are given in the service of posture or safety, and that if she fails a rule she will repair by the shortest path rather than the prettiest. When she ends she doesn’t bow; she looks at Colette and then at me, and the tiny lift of her chin asks a question no voice needs to carry.

“Accepted,” I say, because acceptance is the point tonight, not critique. Colette takes the parchment like you take a reliquary; she kisses the hinge of Héloïse’s jaw once, brief, and leads her to a chair, water already in hand, thumb at pulse until breath returns to ordinary. Bettie smiles like a teacher who has watched a student translate a page no one else could read and decided to keep the mark to herself. Oliver’s mouth moves in the start of a question about a particular phrase—tenir le cuer ouvers—and then he saves it for later because he knows tonight is not for cross-examining.

“Ledger,” I say, and Gisèle is up before the word lands. Her tablet is awake, and she lays the bound volume on the piano lid where everyone can see the columns: a hand-kept register of a fortnight that touches everybody in the house—names anonymized by initials we all can decode, numbers steady, minimal ink blots, nothing showy, everything necessary. She looks at Valérie first, then at me, and speaks in that clinic voice that carries without scolding.

“I have three sections,” she announces. “Baselines, interventions, recommendations.” No one shifts; the words spell comfort. “Baselines: sleep averaged seven hours seventeen minutes per person with a standard deviation of forty-one minutes; Emma runs hot, Colette runs cold, I recommend adjusting blankets rather than temperature to hold peace. Hydration: we hit two liters most days, low days correlate with heat and errands; I propose frozen lemon slices to make water feel like an intention, not an order. Vitals: resting heart rates are within expected ranges; spikes coincide with training and with the night demonstration; recovery is clean.”

She shifts to interventions. “I printed cue cards in French and English for public episodes—écartez-vous, apportez de l’eau—and tested them at market once; outcome was good; I taught fifteen minutes of vitals twice; attendance was voluntary and perfect; aftercare cabinet is stocked to list—arnica, saline, dressings, lubricants, glucose tabs—expirations noted on a calendar Antoine can see. I requested and received a change in the studio sequence to save Valérie’s arch when fatigue shows at the twenty-second minute; she complied; no pain since.”

She turns a page. Recommendations. “Three asks: that we formalize a salt policy on heat days; that we buy two foam rollers and teach their safe use so the cane does not carry all the burden of ‘feels like something happened’; that we adopt a stoplight card system for nights that read as theater from outside but are not, so the word can be shown without shouted. I will keep the ledger in duplicate—paper and encrypted tablet—and hand a weekly digest to you and to Antoine so we can see trends rather than stories.”

She stops there, not because she has run out of data but because she has decided that the right amount to give is not all she could give, which is its own mark of fitness for a job like hers. I don’t clap; I don’t need to; I touch the ledger’s edge and say, “It is orderly,” and she knows that in this house that word is praise.

Valérie squeezes her shoulder once and guides her to a chair, water exchanged with the comfort of people who pour for each other without keeping tally. Oliver clears his throat to ask about the card colors, then decides to let the room stay in the silence it has earned; Antoine taps his pencil once against the clipboard, not a signal, a note to himself to fetch foam rollers tomorrow morning.

“Breath,” I say, and Emma steps forward before I finish the word, T-shirt plain, shorts plain, face steady, the kind of calm she only carries when the task makes sense in her bones. She doesn’t ask what version of plank I want; she waits. “Forearms,” I say. “Hold until I call you down. You will not bargain with me. If your body says no before I do, you will say no out loud and you will not apologize.”

She nods, kneels, sets forearms on the floor, fists loose, elbows under shoulders, toes planted, and lifts to a line that would please a drill sergeant and a dance mistress both. Antoine crouches to read hips and shoulders; he doesn’t touch, just hovers a hand over the sacrum to cue a hair’s worth of tuck, then steps away. He starts the stopwatch. The room folds around the shape she makes.

The first minute is too easy for her to waste; she breathes in fours and out in sixes; I can hear the count because I have learned her breath the way she has learned my cane, as information that lives in the air. At ninety seconds, I see the tremor begin where I expect it—in the left shoulder where scar tissue from that rib still whispers when load gets long—and I watch her refuse to shift weight to make it quiet, which tells me the last two weeks have taught her to honor the message without indulging it.

At two minutes, Antoine glances at me with the tiniest lift of his chin; it is not a question, it is a status report: form good, mind present. Bettie watches without comment; she smokes nothing, drinks nothing, touches nothing; she is the kind of witness who helps by not adding any sound to the room’s brain. Colette keeps her hands clenched under her thighs so they won’t clench on someone else’s arm; Valérie studies the angle of the feet because details calm her; Gisèle counts matches without moving her lips.

At three minutes sweat appears at Emma’s hairline, then crawls into her eyebrows and pauses before it drops; she blinks to make room for eyesight; her breath changes; the out-breaths get longer because she forces them to, not because they want to; the tremor is visible now in the quads and the fine muscles of the forearms, and she scans herself the way she scans a ring, not looking for weakness to exploit, looking for structure to lean on.

I do not talk to her; I do not need to; she knows I’m there because everything in her knows the shape of the space I take up when I’m watching. At three-thirty, I move two meters closer so she can feel my shoe in her periphery; I do not touch; I do not give an edge to lean against. Antoine says, “Three forty,” in a tone that calls no attention to the numbers themselves, just to the passing of them.

At four minutes the form wants to collapse from the edges inward; she denies that collapse with glamorless adjustments—shoulder blades wide, ribs down, the tiniest rise in the back of the head to keep the neck from doing dumb heroics—and the tremor turns into a clean shiver that is not panic, it is the body declaring effort, and I feel the room decide it can breathe again because what we are watching is not spectacle and not punishment, it is exactly what she promised: endurance as offering.

At four-thirty she says, “Yellow,” and the word carries no shame; it is not a stop, it is a status; Antoine answers, “Heard,” and I answer, “You choose,” and she holds ten more seconds and then says, “Down,” and as she lowers I say, “Now,” at the same time so we meet in the space where obedience and autonomy hug without hissing at each other.

She collapses to her knees and then to her side and then to her back; I’m already at her head with the towel Colette left on the chair because you can be ready without hovering; I wipe the sweat from her brow and slide a folded blanket beneath her knees to ease the lumbar that always tries to steal credit after the quads have done the work. Antoine clicks the stopwatch as if the time matters and also doesn’t; he hides the number on his clipboard because the number is not the point, the point is that she asked and stopped correctly, and the form never lied.

We let quiet sit in the gallery for a full minute, no water poured yet, no questions, no praise, just the after-sound of a room that held three different truths and didn’t try to mix them. Then I collect us with one sentence—“Thank you, all of you”—and we begin the little work that ends big work: water passed, breath checked, paper rolled, lights nudged brighter by one notch so the house knows it can go back to being a house.

“Debrief tomorrow,” I say, because I do not want words to trample anything we laid down tonight. “Sleep now. Ceremony at dusk.”

They rise without scraping chairs; Héloïse keeps the parchment in her hands like a small animal she will release when it is tame; Gisèle closes the ledger with the satisfaction of someone who has made a map no one else wanted to draw and now has it to consult when weather turns; Emma sits another thirty seconds, then gets up under her own power and points to the clock as if to say she can carry whatever number is on Antoine’s clipboard without it owning her.

Bettie finds me at the piano and bumps my shoulder with hers. “Your house breathes well,” she says lightly, which is Bettie for you made them strong without making them brittle. Oliver, who has said almost nothing, raises his glass of water in a brief toast that insults no god and honors all the work that looks like nothing until you put a hand on it and find out it is a wall.

Antoine waits until the room has emptied to bring me the clipboard. I do not look at his numbers; I look at his face. “True,” he says, and the word is enough. He takes the bell and the card stock and the folio and leaves the piano bare, which is how I want it before a ceremony, nothing on it but the sound of tomorrow.

I walk the gallery once with the lights at a quarter. The mirrors hold the afterimages of three women doing exactly what they do best—speaking, counting, holding—and the plane-tree shadows from the courtyard make a soft lattice across the floorboards, and the house feels like a chest at the top of an inhale, waiting for the permission to let it go. I give it with a hand on the doorframe and a last look at the place where the collars will change, then I turn off the lamps, leave one sconce lit in the hall the way I do for luck, and go to write three short lines in three contracts: vow accepted, ledger adopted, endurance proven. Tomorrow we cut tags and lock metal in ways that will not come off without tools; tonight we held what makes that weight worth wearing—words that tie, numbers that care, breath that says yes and no at the right time—and I am tired like a woman who is ready, which is the very best version I know of that word.

~ ~ ~

We set up the canopy before dusk, silk stretched from four poles placed in the courtyard gravel so the fabric hangs with a little give and moves with the evening breeze. I walk around the square twice to ensure the sightlines are clear from every chair and that the lanterns cast the same glow on skin from each corner because I don’t want a single shadow to seem like a reason for doubt. Marc and Idris sweep the perimeter without appearing to sweep anything. Antoine checks the spare pliers, nippers, velvet trays with three collars, three contract cards, a small bottle of oil, and gauze, because even a ceremony can cause a welt if done wrong. He places the bowl of water on the low table with the folded linen, because I believe a room should have what it needs before anyone asks. Bettie and Oliver take their places quietly—Bettie under the west pole where she can see faces, hands, and breath shifts; Oliver beside the piano we rolled out to the stones, ready for a single chord to calm the crowd. Their postures are relaxed, their attention sharp—the kind of presence that steadies a spine just by being there. When the tower bell marks the hour we’ve chosen, I ask everyone to stand and form a circle—old guard and new, Colette with her hand on Héloïse’s back but not guiding, Valérie with her palm on Gisèle’s shoulder blade like a shelf that doesn’t press, Emma walking with her arms loose and her chin level because she’s earned that ease. The household settles into a wide ring around the four poles of the canopy, with me at the north point, Antoine at the south, and the others filling in like a compass that remembers its direction.

“Collaring Eve is over,” I say, not loud, letting the courtyard hear me and give the sound back, “Collaring Night begins now, and the rule tonight is the simplest one we own, consent spoken, consent honored, and nothing clever inserted between those two words.”

Antoine reads the names and dates from the cards so the room hears the ledger of the last fortnight in a voice that does not wobble, he places the nippers and the pliers on separate trays so we do not fumble, he nods to me when he’s ready, and I call the first pair because I like steel before gold and gold before black, not because one means more but because the order folds the house into the lines we’ve lived.

“Valérie and Gisèle,” I say, and the two of them step under the silk with no hesitation, the brushed-steel tag warm against the hollow of her throat, Valérie barefoot the way she always is when she wants the floor to feel her weight, Gisèle’s braid tied low and simply, no costume here, just bodies and a decision.

“Terms held,” I announce for the room, not a test, a report, “sleep protected, relief requested before temper, touch received without score, cue cards printed and used, cabinet stocked, class taught, numbers kept honest, do you consent to make that temporary mark into a permanent band of steel.”

“I consent,” Gisèle says, crisp without being cold.

“And do you consent to be the one who locks it?” I ask Valérie, because even owners speak tonight.

“I consent,” she answers, voice steady, and Bettie steps forward one pace and holds out her palm with the key and the witness pin that carries the date and a tiny stamped mark only we will notice later, not a decoration, an audit trail, and Oliver moves the tray closer so the reach is clean, and Valérie takes the nippers first because we cut what is past before we lock what is next, she places the mouth at the folded clasp of the fortnight tag, she looks at me once so I can give her the nod that says now, and she cuts with that small click I like because it sounds like a rule finishing itself.

She removes the paper-thin tag and sets it on the velvet, she picks up the steel band, not heavy, not light, just true, she guides it around the throat she knows well enough to kiss with her eyes shut, and she fits the posts into the clasp and for a breath she simply holds it there so the room understands we pause even when we know the answer, and then she closes it and the sound is not a snap and not a clunk, it’s the quiet seat of metal meeting metal where it was machined to live, and when it is home I press the witness pin into the inside lip with the small tool Antoine hands me so the date sits where only we will see it.

“Speak your line,” I say to Gisèle, because vows belong short tonight, the work was in the last two weeks.

“I will ask before I give,” she says, and Valérie’s exhale is a single note that means relief and pride at once, and they step back to the ring with water in hand, and there is no applause because we do not clap for gravity, we simply stand closer so it can hold us.

“Colette and Héloïse,” I say, and the gold we chose for this house is rose because it suits the skin it touches and because it reads as warmth without the shine that says jewelry, they step forward, Colette’s hands already clean from washing the way chefs wash when they touch anything important, Héloïse holding her copied parchment at her side like a talisman she can put down when the metal lands, and I say the part that matters to them and to me, “terms held, posture without panic, sentence said in town three times without apology, daily initiated tenderness without making it a task, midnight cataloguing ended at midnight, correction received without turning it into a paper, do you consent to make the temporary tag you earned into a collar you keep.”

“I consent,” Héloïse says, eyes on Colette rather than me because the chain runs through me, but the practice runs with her owner, and I like that she looks where she will live.

“Do you consent to lock it?” I ask Colette.

“Yes,” she says, and Oliver passes her the tray the way he would pass a scalpel to a surgeon he respects, and Colette takes the nippers and sighs once through her nose the way she does before she salts anything, then cuts the tag that has hung these two weeks and places the thin circle on the velvet without ceremony, she raises the rose-gold, she glances at me in reflex and I give her back a face that says the only permission she needs sits in front of her, and she closes the clasp with care that is not fear, it’s accuracy, and the hinge kisses shut in that hush that reads in a room like a drawing signed in the lower right corner, done.

“Speak your line,” I say softly.

“I am yours in public too,” Héloïse says, finding the same tone she used under the lanterns two nights ago, and Colette presses her forehead to hers for the time it takes to count to three and then they are back in the ring and Bettie is smiling at the ground like she always does when she doesn’t want to make a woman cry by looking her in the face right after something big.

“Emma,” I say, and the black titanium lies on the velvet like the coin of a country that does not stamp anything it cannot defend, and my hands are warm even before I lift it because they know what they are about to keep, and Emma moves under the silk like someone walking to a starting line, not tense, ready.

“Terms held,” I tell her and the room because this matters to the people who heard me say it first under the study lamp, “three-count in public before action, hand cues mirrored without argument, public correction taken without red haze, requests for help made three times a week even when pride was not ready, no unscheduled demos, restraint drilled until it felt like action, scenes in private that burned clean so the day could stay calm, do you consent to wear this collar and to be mine with it on and off and in front of these people who will help me keep that true.”

“I consent,” she says, no flourish, and Bettie’s chin lifts a millimeter because she likes when strong women choose strong words without decorating them.

“And do you consent to lock it?” Oliver asks me, switching places in the script because he can, because he’s family, and because the question is better coming from a peer who will not let me pretend I am only the stage manager here.

“I consent,” I say, and the answer warms me like wine never has.

Antoine holds the tray out not like an assistant but like a man offering a torch to another runner, and I take the nippers and I cut the fortnight tag that we have both felt against our skin for two weeks when I’ve put my mouth to her throat, I set it down, I lift the black band, and before I close it I ask her the line I need her to say for me as much as for the room, “What do you offer.”

“Endurance without argument,” she says, and the corners of her mouth tilt like she knows I will hold her to the impossible standard she just set for herself and that I will feed her well for trying, and I close the titanium with pressure that reads in my fingers like a door settling into its frame after new hinges, and the tiny witness stamp Oliver hands me goes inside the lip where it will live against her pulse even when I am not there to see it.

We do the small checks the way a pilot does, not because we expect failure but because we respect machines and bodies, fingertips under the band to feel for pinches, one sip of water because breath runs fast in ceremony, one palm to the sternum because a touch that isn’t the throat reminds the person she is more than the necklace that claims her; then we step back into the ring and no one claps and no one whoops and I am grateful because we are not at a concert, we are making a promise visible.

Antoine brings the bowl and the gauze and I place the three cut tags in it and set it on the low table with the cards that will bear the signatures, Bettie and Oliver stand and come under the canopy for the witness work, Bettie takes the pen first and signs in that long, neat hand that used to appear on the corners of notes she left taped to my mirror a lifetime ago, Oliver signs below in block letters like a man who built something with his hands and wanted the name to look like the thing felt, Antoine dates and initials the witness pin list and closes the folio so I cannot fiddle with the pages.

I look around the circle and say the sentence I wrote a year ago for this exact moment and have never been tempted to improve, “You are not collared to be made small, you are collared so we can carry something heavy together, and when you forget that you will be reminded without shame.”

Then I do the only thing that could follow that and not make it sound like theater, I bow first, head down, hands open, the way I want everyone else to bow to each other when it’s their turn, and a ripple goes around the ring—Valérie to Gisèle, Colette to Héloïse, Emma to me and me to Emma, Bettie to Oliver and Oliver to Bettie and then to Antoine because those two are building their quiet rivalry into respect that makes them both better, old guard to newcomers and newcomers to old guard—and when we straighten the circle reads different because nothing visible has changed and everything has.

The fireworks are Marc’s idea, not mine, timed with the signal he gets from Idris at the west gate where the truck is parked out of sight, a small budget of color and a clean arc that clears the trees, the first bloom a white chrysanthemum that opens and fades without ash falling on our silk, the second a low cascade that sounds like rain behind the barn, the third a red and gold pair that happen together because Antoine asked for the shapes to cross just once, and the canopy breathes with each concussion and the collars catch light for the split second in a way that looks like someone turned the world’s dimmer up and then down again, and people laugh a little because joy wants to leak at the edges when you let it.

We cut nothing else tonight, we add nothing else, we leave the chairs where they are and we carry the low table inside and we close the kitchen door halfway so food smells don’t argue with the powder, and I walk the circle one more time with no speech on my tongue, only hands on faces as I pass, knuckles tapped, shoulders squeezed, the kind of inventory I do when I want to memorize the sound a house makes when it has done a hard thing right, and Bettie bumps my hip with hers and says “good,” which is all I need, and Oliver tucks the folio under his arm the way a man carries a newborn, and Antoine watches my face the way he watches a compass, to be sure north did not move while we were looking at the sky.

Inside we will sign the personal copies, we will eat small food, we will rinse the bowls and hang the silk to air, we will check for pinches again, we will sleep with collars that feel heavier at first and then feel like the true weight in the morning, but out here for another few minutes we stand in a ring that has twisted itself once into the shape I like, a circle that flips and returns, a loop that feels like a line and a line that behaves like a loop, unbroken, a thing you can run your finger along without finding an edge, and I watch my family bow into that shape, old guard and newcomers threaded through so you can’t tell where one ends and the next begins, and I think that if the world asks for proof that we meant what we said tonight, all I will have to offer is this—metal that shut with the right sound, breath that stayed honest, and a loop of consent and devotion we keep by choice because we like the work it asks us to do.
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Please leave a review! Or even just a rating!

(They really, really help a girl out!)

Thank you so much!

Check out my blog at hotwivesandwhores.blogspot.com

Email me to sign up for my newsletter and I’ll send you a book of mine, your choice, for free!

(Be sure to let me know which one you want)

lenawhitegirl@gmail.com
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