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Lady Day


Chapter 1


Lady Day, 25 March 1883

Osney Abbey, Warborough, Oxfordshire

After years of living quietly and declining all social invitations from his neighbors, Erasmus Mangevileyn suddenly had a good number of people in his house.

It all began when he opened the cart doors of his threshing barn to check on the state of the thatch roof. It had been raining for three days, a good test for the workmanship of the latest team of thatchers to pass through the county.

It was only after he was well inside the barn that he heard what seemed to be a kitten. His daughter, Theodosia, had inquired about bringing a stray cat into the house, and the acquisition of one on this day — the day his wife had died four years ago — would prove a fortunate distraction from their grief.

But when he crept nearer to the small cries, Erasmus drew up short. Those were not the cries of a kitten.

In a pile of hay, thankfully clean, lay a woman. He thought her dead or unconscious at first, based on the angle of her body and looseness of her limbs. But she stirred at his gasp, and her arms tightened around her midsection reflexively.

There, on her clothed belly, was a baby. A newborn, judging by his lack of dress and the cord still attaching him to his mother. The child rested his head against her bosom and made those plaintive little cries that twisted Erasmus’s heart.

The woman cried out in pain, and her swollen belly contracted.

“Oh no, there can’t be another one,” she whispered, her eyes terrified and going out of focus.

Without thinking, Erasmus rushed to her side and took her hand, giving her something to squeeze other than the newborn as she struggled to complete her labor.

“Likely just afterbirth,” he said soothingly. “It must pass completely or you’ll be in great danger. Bear down on my hand.”

In what could have been minutes or hours — he had no sense of time — the woman collapsed back as her body decided she was done.

“Is it all out?” she asked, tears clinging to her eyelashes. What had possessed a woman to labor and deliver her baby in his barn? It was a refuge only for those with no other options. Erasmus suspected some villainy was afoot.

“The…oh.” The afterbirth. God, how was he supposed to know? He was a London-born foreign-attaché-turned-farmer with only a theoretical understanding of biology. Save how to make babies.

But blustering and avoiding would do nothing to help this brave woman, looking so like the Madonnas he’d seen in cathedrals on his travels. If the Holy Mother had been realistically streaked with sweat, blood, and bits of hay.

“If you’ll permit me?” he asked as if requesting her hand for a waltz.

She nodded with quiet dignity before he gingerly lifted her skirts to assess the completeness of her birthing. He shuddered as he gazed upon the proof of how dangerous birth could be, assessing her ruined petticoats and trying not to descend into hysterical screams as he recalled his wife’s last day in much the same condition.

God help him, this woman would not slip from this earth on his watch, not without a battle.

“I believe it is complete,” he said, lowering the dress to preserve her modesty.

“I thank you. If you don’t mind, I’ll rest here and then be on my way.”

Erasmus was speechless at first. This young woman, little more than a girl, intended to sleep a bit and then walk off from his barn? It was so preposterous he couldn’t find words. Why, the baby was still attached to her, since they hadn’t cut his cord yet!

After a few deep breaths to calm himself so as not to scare her, ‌he could speak. “I would very much like ‌you to recover in the main house. We have warm fires, good food, and a doctor to confirm that all has gone well.”

She nodded but stopped when she looked into his eyes. He didn’t want to think of what she might see there: fear, concern, sadness. He wished he could pull on a mask so as not to alarm her, but his wounds were still raw years on.

“Just for a night,” she agreed.

“For as long as the doctor says,” he bargained.

Her brow gathered. She must have been conflicted, but she conceded with a sigh, and they began determining how to move her and the baby into the house.

***

It was after the doctor had examined the young woman and declared the birth to have gone as well as one could hope, given the conditions, that things spun out of Erasmus’s control.

He’d summoned the village vicar along with the physician in a fit of caution. Should either mother or child die, he’d want to offer them the comfort of prayers. His own were a little rusty and tinged with the pagan.

That was all fine and good, especially once the doctor determined that neither patient was in immediate danger.

What did pose danger was the addition of the vicar’s wife to their merry party. She was a handsome woman of middle age, with her hair precisely arranged and her spine as straight as her morals. As the spouse of the community’s churchman, she took her role as his helpmate seriously.

Thus, she delivered a batch of teacakes and an ultimatum to Erasmus on the heels of her husband’s arrival.

“You’ve an unwed mother on your property, Mr. Mangevileyn.”

Erasmus found himself without words. He’d suspected as much, but had not confirmed it.

“I have not heard that from her,” he said carefully.

“Mr. Quartermaine was told so by the unfortunate lady.”

Erasmus swung his head around, trying to understand how she could know that without having spoken to the vicar since her arrival.

“How did you know—?”

“A husband and wife can communicate without words, Mr. Mangevileyn.”

Erasmus was speechless. He’d never experienced that with Eleanor, and they’d been a matched pair!

“It is one of the many benefits of marriage. A benefit I hope you will enjoy soon indeed.”

“Marriage…soon?” asked Erasmus, the floor shifting below his feet.

“I see you’ve talked,” said the vicar, joining them at the foot of the bed. Erasmus’s bed. Where a new mother was currently in repose after being delivered of an apparently out-of-wedlock baby.

If the glances Mr. and Mrs. Quartermaine traded were any indication, a timely sleight of hand would erase that baby’s illegitimate status.

“I should speak with the mother,” said Erasmus, dread rising in his throat as he struggled to speak. He was enjoying quiet days with his fields, herds, and books. He’d sought a reclusive existence for this phase of his life, and one woman stumbling into his barn was enough to upend it?

And what if she had a sweetheart she planned to marry or otherwise did not consent to the union? It was a farcical idea, to unite a man and woman simply because of proximity! He felt hot and itchy as panic set in.

“The lady has agreed,” said Mr. Quartermaine smoothly. “It just so happens that the bishop’s surrogate stopped at the vicarage on his rounds for Lady Day and will issue a common license immediately. Once you explain the situation, he will act without delay, since you live in the parish. Therefore, you will marry today, and then you can record the child’s birth. It isn’t customary to perform a marriage on a quarter day, but needs must.”

“You see the wisdom of the course of action now, do you not?” asked Mrs. Quartermaine, gazing upon the newborn, currently asleep in a wooden box for produce, now lined with blankets. “Needs must.” Her gaze then softened. “We’ve made mistakes before with unfortunate girls. She requires help. As does the babe.”

Erasmus looked at the child, who would suffer enormously if he declined to take part in this scheme.

He never meant to remarry. Losing Eleanor four years ago had left him barely able to draw breath without a pain in his ribs. The only comfort had been the demands of the farm, the contents of his scholarly library, and the need to raise his daughter, Theodosia.

Beside him, there was a place that would never be filled, a place reserved for Eleanor. He imagined her reply if he tried to explain why he declined to help a woman in need because of undying loyalty to her. She was practical and even, and would likely counter his objections with historical examples of marriages for noble reasons — were she here today.

But she was not. Erasmus was a widower, and Eleanor would hardly look upon his refusal to aid this unfortunate young woman with favor. In allowing the Quartermaines’ plan to run its course, he’d be helping this poor girl and her child and silencing any hopes of his remarriage among the villagers. Why, he might even move about the village untroubled should he have a wife in name!

The wheels of his destiny were in motion the moment he’d thrown open those cart doors to the threshing barn and heard the baby’s first cries.

Erasmus Mangevileyn was going to be married today. And made a father again to boot.

“Needs must,” he agreed.


Chapter 2


Amy Abel woke in an unfamiliar bed, one with a rich canopy over the top and blankets tucked all around her. An oil lamp burned on the bedside table, and there was a roaring fire in the grate.

At first, she wondered if she was sick with a fever. Then she realized it was simply the sensation of being warm again.

Her hand drifted to her belly instinctively. She was yet rounded, but something was wrong: she was smaller. She made to cry out and toss the blankets when she heard a tiny wail.

“There now,” said a deep voice. “I’ve got you, love.”

From her place on the bed, she could see a man leaning over a box and ever so gently lifting something from inside.

A child. A baby. He must be holding her newborn babe.

Her throat closed in terror. She wished to scream out for help. Anything to prevent the baby from coming to harm. But before she could make a noise, she saw that this man had no ill intentions.

He cradled the baby’s head and bottom in his large hands, bringing the infant to his chest with tender confidence. The instinct to cry out ebbed when she realized the child was in far better hands than hers.

From nearby, she heard a small voice.

“Does he have a name, Papa?”

It was a little girl, her hair arranged in a single rudimentary braid, her face solemn.

“Not yet,” said the man, holding the baby so both he and his daughter could gaze upon his face. “We must ask his mama. She made him.”

“But you’re his papa,” the girl replied as if her father were obtuse.

He chuckled, and Amy could see faint lines extending from his warm brown eyes. “That I am. Still, we must ask his mama.”

“Is this lady to be my mama, too?”

The man cradled the infant in one capable arm and brought the other around his daughter to draw her close to his side.

“I’m not sure,” said the man with a candor not normally granted to children. The girl was maybe six or seven years old; she was precocious but had a small voice and stature. “If you and she are both amenable…she could be your mama.”

And that’s when Amy recalled her name was no longer Amy Abel. After her flight over the countryside for nigh on ten days, painful laboring, and delivery of the baby, she had a hazy memory of exchanging vows with a man while in something akin to a dream state. It had been so long since she’d slept soundly or eaten even close to her fill that she’d have agreed to anything after being roused.

She’d apparently consented to becoming this man’s wife. She was now Amy…Man…something. Something complicated. She didn’t even know her own surname, such was the depth of her confusion!

“Are you going to put a braid in the baby’s hairs?” asked the girl, using a fingertip to pet the newborn’s fuzzy hair.

“I don’t think he has enough yet,” replied the man.

“And does he know his Greek?” asked the girl, skepticism crowding into her voice.

“He barely knows how to cry in any language other than kitten.”

“I fear he’s something of a failure, Papa. Like the new wheat you tried to grow last year.”

Amy heard the man chuckle. He was indulgent and gentle, the sort of man she’d not even known to conjure after her limited experience with men.

“He’s perfect, Theodosia, just as you were at this age. Still are.”

She gazed at the baby skeptically. “Phineas,” she said before wiggling from her father’s arm and departing the room.

“Would you like to be called Phineas, young man?”

He held the baby out to see how the name suited him.

The child — apparently now Phineas — answered with one of his heart-rending cries.

When no amount of cradling and coaxing could soothe the child, the man approached Amy’s bed.

“I am so terribly sorry to disturb you,” he said, as if collecting alms for the poor rather than troubling her with the care of her own child. “It’s just that young Phin — the baby — seems to be upset. I fear he might be hungry.”

“Oh, yes,” she said, her body frozen despite the incredible warmth of the room.

“If you don’t mind,” he said, taking a seat on the bed beside her. The motion tugged the blankets over her lap, causing a pressure that made her want to sink into the mattress and sleep for days. Her eyelids drooped.

“You’re exhausted, aren’t you?” he asked in the same gentle tone he’d used with her baby and the little girl.

She nodded, fearing that if she needed to say words aloud, her voice might break, and emotions would carry her away.

“The vicar’s wife helped you into a nightgown,” he said, gazing down at her. “Before our marriage, such as it was. My name is Erasmus Mangevileyn. This is Osney Abbey.”

“I am Amy…” she faltered.

“Abel, was it? Well, now, Amy Mangevileyn. I won’t trouble you with questions about your home or people. I think today’s ceremony answered enough questions for now.”

He flashed her a genuine smile, and she noticed how sad his eyes looked even as he seemed to experience joy at cradling the baby.

“The only thing that remains to be sorted today is the small matter of this young man’s dinner,” he said.

“Phineas,” she blurted. “His name is Phineas.”

“A fine name for a fine boy,” said Erasmus, smoothing the baby’s hair. The sight of him tenderly holding the babe washed over Amy, making her feel as though she were the one being held and admired. Was it possible to be jealous of an infant, her own son? That wasn’t quite it. She simply longed suddenly for something she hadn’t known she wanted before.

“Is he your first?” asked the man, rocking the fussy baby.

“My first…oh! Yes, my first.”

“If you’re tired, you can lie back and I’ll see to everything.”

Amy paused, unsure of what he meant. And then she realized that in order for Phineas to eat, he’d need to nurse at her own breast. How mortifying!

And then she recalled the ceremony that had taken place in this very room, with her still abed; they were married. And rather than a proper wedding night, this man was caring for her miraculously legitimate child.

She fumbled with the pearl buttons on the fine nightgown, her fingers slipping clumsily as she struggled to undo them. Amy was nearing tears when one large hand came over hers.

“Allow me,” he said, taking up the work of painstakingly opening each button and exposing the skin running between her breasts.

He was efficient. Experienced. Soon, she was breathing faster and watching as he opened one side to reveal the inner curve of her swollen breast. With a businesslike flick, he exposed her ‌hardened nipple.

Wordlessly, Erasmus arranged the baby on her chest and belly, leaving Phineas to find her teat.

For a few moments, she watched the child make rudimentary, experimental bobs. Why, he might become a prodigy of crawling! And then he let out a wail.

“Let’s help him along,” said Erasmus, adjusting both her breast and the baby so they connected.

The first sucks were alarming. They felt ‌out of control and animalistic, and she hated that a man she didn’t know witnessed her vulnerability. But he kept his hand on the baby’s back and moved him from one breast to the other when she struggled to keep her eyes open because of exhaustion.

Propriety dictated she shouldn’t be doing this before a man she didn’t know. But did those rules apply when the man in question was her husband?

***

Amy woke when the sky was still dark. Someone had turned the oil lamp down to a flicker.

She rotated gingerly in the bed, her body still aching from the delivery of baby Phineas. What a name, Phineas. Her father, plain old George, and her mother, even plainer Mary, would have scoffed at such a name for their grandchild. Sadly, they’d died several years ago and would never know the tumble their daughter would take before finding herself in an Oxfordshire barn, pregnant, alone, and unwed.

Beside her on the bed was a basket. Her hand caught on the unexpected woven reeds. Inside, tucked in a blanket, was her child.

“I thought it might be easiest to keep him near.”

The voice came from the other side, where Erasmus sat against a stack of pillows, from which he gazed at the baby. He had a hand on the child’s blankets while the boy dozed, reassuring himself that he yet breathed.

She could think of one thousand things to ask him, her new husband, but the question she picked first surprised even her.

“Why did your parents name you Erasmus?” she asked. “I don’t think I’ve heard that name before.”

He chuckled, shifting his gaze from the infant to her. “They came from a long line of dissenters. Quakers.”

“They were nonconformists?” she asked. But then, those with food on the table could afford to hold unorthodox ideas.

“By my parents’ time, the family had drifted into a learned sort of disinterest in religion. My mother and father worshiped the great philosophers, Erasmus of Rotterdam above all.”

“Is Rotterdam in Berkshire?” she asked.

“The Netherlands. Across the Channel,” he said. “I visited while serving abroad.”

“You were a soldier?” she asked. He didn’t seem like one.

“A diplomat. Specialist in languages.”

Her heart felt as though she’d jumped from a hayloft. Her husband was an expert in other languages, and yet she couldn’t do more than the very simplest reading in her own.

“What’s that frown?” he asked. His hand twitched like he wished to touch her, but he stayed where he was.

“I fear you’ll find me a poor wife, Mr. Mange…”

“Mangevileyn.”

“It’s just that, until two weeks ago, I was simply a laundress at a workhouse.”

“Mrs. Mangevileyn.”

“Yes?” she asked, holding her breath.

“Did you know it was Lady Day when you found your way into my barn to deliver our son?”

“The Annunciation of our Lord to the Blessed Virgin Mary,” she responded by rote. “March 25th each year.”

“At least one of us knows Church doctrine,” he said, smoothing the baby’s hair.

“I didn’t have the slightest sense of time or even season when I reached your land. I simply thought I would die if I didn’t rest a bit before moving on.”

“It would seem fate brought us together. Who am I to question it?” he said.

“I didn’t mean to cause such problems for you. When I’ve recovered, I can carry on with my journey.”

“Where are you headed?” he asked, staring into the fire that had been banked for the night.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I needed to get away.”

She didn’t elaborate, and he didn’t press her. Had he, Amy would have fled into the night the moment he fell asleep. But she had a sense that Erasmus Mangevileyn was a patient man.

“Would you object to my sleeping here so I might assist with Phineas?” he asked, gesturing to the baby resting safely in a basket between them.

Amy laughed. Was this how fine gentlemen behaved with their wives? No wonder they had so few children! Asking permission to stay in an enormous bed he owned!

“If I said no?” she asked, her brow arched. Suddenly, she felt a little like her old self. Like the girl who teased and quipped despite her hands being chapped by lye and cold water. She twisted her fingers together, conscious of how far she was from a refined lady.

“I suppose we’d have to hire a nurse for Phineas — so that you might get some sleep,” he said, all seriousness, as if she had a choice and he’d pay the wages based on her whim.

“You propose to be his nurse? Should I permit you access to your own bed?” she asked.

At that, he caught her teasing tone and cast her a gentle smile. “We’ve plenty of other beds.”

“But none so fine as this,” she said, taking in the warm blankets, woven canopy, and fine sheets.

“I’d not inconvenience you, even if the other beds were hopping with lice,” he said.

“Don’t say that,” she said, crossing herself quickly, remembering the endless days of cleaning after infestations.

“Well, I suppose I might insist on taking up a sliver of my bed, should bedbugs visit the abbey.”

Amy crossed herself again, shuddering at the recollection of what had happened the last time bedbugs got out of hand at the workhouse.

Erasmus traced the baby’s exposed little arm and then tucked a blanket around it. “I don’t mean to keep you from admiring your son. Don’t you wish to touch him?”

Amy looked at the little boy. She had expected to hate him, to see something in him she despised. Part of her feared what she might do in the wake of the baby’s birth, but now that he was here, she was relieved to discover that she simply felt detached.

She nodded no, her eyes filling with tears.

“I’ll see to everything. In time, things might be different,” he said.


Midsummer Day


Chapter 3


Midsummer Day, 24 June 1883

St Laurence’s Church, Warborough, Oxfordshire

“This way, dears.”

Erasmus led Amy and Theodosia through the churchyard, all while holding Phineas against his chest. The baby had been a perfect angel, aside from during a moment of prayer for the queen, at which point he’d yowled. So young, and already carrying on the family tradition of being opposed to all forms of coercive power! One could not find a truer Mangevileyn!!

Amy drew nearer and placed her gloved hand on his arm, which he’d held out to escort her.

She looked well in her new dresses and frills, though still tired from little Phin waking her at all hours to eat as he grew at a shocking pace. But then, Erasmus was right alongside Amy every night, so his own eyes must have borne the telltale shadows as well.

“Amy, do you enjoy picnics?” asked Theodosia from his other side. The girl was still feeling out her stepmother, even now, after a few months in the same household. Erasmus decided that he’d allow them to sniff each other like neighboring lambs and decide how to carry on. He suspected they might come to be great friends — provided he didn’t force or rush them.

“I haven’t attended a picnic in some time,” she replied, casting her eyes over the village green before looking at the churchyard, littered with centuries of headstones.

“My mother isn’t there,” said Theodosia. “She’s in Vienna. That’s in Austria, where we used to live. Pater is going to bring her back after the harvest.”

Amy’s steps faltered, and she looked to Erasmus in bewilderment.

“We buried my first wife in Vienna,” he said, rushing to set her mind at ease that he was not committing bigamy with her. “She died abroad while I was in the foreign service. I promised Thea I would bring her home for a burial here.”

“She knew German and French and danced as though her slippers didn’t touch the floor,” said Theodosia, watching Amy’s reaction. “Everyone admired her so.”

Erasmus watched his daughter look longingly at the churchyard as though she hoped to find her mother, gone now for four years, waiting among the memorial stones. He’d never found the words to tell Thea that they’d suffered a double loss that sad March day; Eleanor had been carrying a child, one yet too small to survive outside the womb.

Alone, he’d interred them in a vault at the Matzleinsdorf Protestant Cemetery, his greatcoat insufficient for the bitter day. He’d not been properly warm since.

Until he’d taken up young Phineas from the hay several months ago, that is. Now in the warmth of summer, the baby squirmed against his neck as if he felt his father’s desperate need to know he was yet breathing. Erasmus hoped that someday, in time, Amy would draw the same comfort from their son.

His wife was a quiet little thing, seemingly as bewildered by the twist of fate that had brought them together as he was. He’d not thought of how she’d fill her days, accustomed as he was to women of his own class with their teas and menus to prepare.

There was always the care and feeding of Phin, but when she’d looked rather gray after several weeks of confining herself to just a few rooms at the Abbey, he’d realized that his young wife might need help to understand her new role as a lady.

She’d thought of turning to laundering when he brought up how she might spend her time when Phin wasn’t making demands. He’d held in a chuckle and suggested that she take up watercolors instead.

Following an awkward negotiation, they’d agreed she would practice reading, a skill she had not been taught wherever she came from.

And that was a fact he still did not know: whence she had come. Erasmus was patient, but he feared that the longer her story remained unsaid, the harder it would be to tell.

They still shared Erasmus’s gigantic bed, the child safely in his basket between them, but they did not otherwise live like husband and wife. There were no intimacies, or secrets, or tender words. And why would there be? Pragmatism had launched them at each other. It wasn’t something Erasmus regretted, not when he had Phin in his arms.

But Amy’s face when she gazed at her baby made something in Erasmus’s heart twist. It seemed she sought something in his face and was puzzled by his very existence. Oh, she was a conscientious mother when feeding the boy, but he appeared to give her no joy, none of the lightness of spirit that illuminated the grief-shrouded avenues of Erasmus’s mind.

As he squired his little family to the green, his wife’s new skirts brushed against his leg and Erasmus walled up the burgeoning tenderness he felt towards her. She wore fine attire like a lady born to the manor, though she seemed to chafe at her crinolines and bustles — while plucking at her gloves with satisfaction and using her new silver-backed brush and comb to coax her hair into a smooth mane rolled into a fashionable hairstyle with the help of a maid.

His wife looked well, and he was pleased that she looked after Thea as they crossed the street to the tent he’d had erected for their picnic.

“Do you see any friends you’d like to invite to join us?” Erasmus asked his daughter, casting his eyes around the green for children her age.

“I don’t think so, Papa,” she sniffed. “The other children do not know Greek. Not even Latin.”

“Thankfully, you know English,” he said, raising an eyebrow at his toplofty little miss.

“I’ll stay with Amy. She needs me. She’s new.”

Husband and wife exchanged amused glances at Thea’s solution to the awkwardness of a quarter-day picnic. His heart caught in his throat. It was the first time they’d done something so domestic and, well, marital. Erasmus would need to calm his hopes; one glance does not a marriage make.

“I am very thankful for your company, Theodosia. I haven’t made friends yet because I’ve been so busy with the baby. Maybe we could make the rounds to other families after lunch together.”

***

After eating and greetings were done, Erasmus had helped the servants pack their picnic things into a wagon from the farm and his family into the carriage.

He’d watched Amy study her gloves on the ride home and rub at a spot between her thumb and index finger. When Thea read a book, he pulled his wife into their bedroom.

“What’s this about?” she asked. He studied her reaction and found that she didn’t seem scared of him, simply curious about what he was up to. He could proceed.

“I’ve seen you regarding these gloves, and I wonder if the craftsmanship is poor,” he said, placing his hand over the buttons running down her wrist.

Amy snatched her hand away. “They’re the finest things I’ve ever owned,” she whispered hoarsely. “That you own.”

“They’re yours,” he said, taking her hand again, this time even more gently. He slid the buttons through their corded loops, allowing the movement to feel like a caress, hoping to gentle his spooked wife.

“You bought them,” she said, a pout in her voice as she looked down at where he slid a finger into the glove’s opening.

“I’ve forgotten something,” said Erasmus.

“What’s that?”

“To give you an allowance. So you might have money of your own for whatever you wish to buy for yourself,” he said, placing a finger below her chin so she’d look at him. “I’m sorry to have been remiss.”

“But you’ve given me everything I need,” she said, her eyes drifting down. Someone must have taught her never to hold a man’s gaze, even that of her husband.

Erasmus found the fingertips of her glove and pulled to whip it off.

“Oh,” she exhaled, her cheeks suddenly rosy. She balled her hand into a fist.

He caught her hand and simply held it. “Whatever you think you must hide from me, what might cause things in our family to change, those are false doubts.”

Erasmus coaxed her fingers open and saw rough patches and scars despite months as a lady at the Abbey. She must have worked with her hands for a living before stumbling into his barn.

“I’ve been so pleased to have gloves. To cover myself,” she whispered.

“You needn’t cover yourself with me,” he replied, stroking the calluses. “Stay here. I have something to make this feel better.”

When he returned, Amy was gazing out the window, her brow creased as she looked towards the trees in the distance. Of what was she afraid?

She startled at his return, and he was careful to approach her slowly. He stopped when moving closer would have pressed against her skirts.

“A salve for sore…well, sore cows,” he said, showing her the jar of udder balm prepared by his housekeeper.

“Is that what I am?” she asked. “A heifer?”

Erasmus sputtered until he realized she was struggling to contain a chuckle. What a world. His wife could laugh!

“Now, Amy Mangevileyn, we both know that’s not true,” he said, taking a dollop of the ointment and letting it melt on the back of her hand. “You’re more of a ewe.”

She dipped her head and giggled — actually giggled — as he rubbed the places her skin was still sore and scarred.

“I’m not a barnyard animal,” she said, trying to sound stern, but her voice belied her amusement. “But I was a laundress.”

“I knew you were a hard-working lass,” he said, massaging between her fingers. “But those days are over.”

“I’ve no problem working hard,” she said, suddenly serious.

“We’ll find something for you to do,” he said.

Her eyes met his, and he suspected his face had flushed because of the many ways to interpret those words.


Chapter 4


Three days later, Amy waited at Erasmus’s study door, where she watched Theodosia conclude her Latin lesson.

“Farewell for now, Pater,” she said to Erasmus, giving him a kiss on the cheek before gliding out with a nod to Amy.

She was a funny little thing, sometimes a miniature adult and sometimes a child. Like her father, she had a lingering sadness in her eyes that Amy wished she could somehow magic away.

“Have you come to practice, young lady?” asked Erasmus from the other side of the door, suddenly appearing in front of her.

Today, he wore spectacles. She had a difficult time concentrating when he wore the wire-framed glasses. It must have been the glare from the metal.

“You’ve brought your sampler?” he asked.

She held up the book of reading exercises and allowed him to draw her in.

***

“You’ve done very well,” said Erasmus at the end of their lesson, taking off his spectacles and rubbing his eyes. He’d risen early to oversee the haymaking so he could return for lessons in the afternoon. Poor man, he was working so hard between caring for Phin and managing the farm.

He was sitting in the chair behind his grand desk, a fine thing made of oak, polished to a shine by the Abbey’s capable staff. Erasmus was a man in his element, relaxed and surrounded by books.

Amy was staring at his wrists when she realized he’d said something.

“You’ve become quite the reader, my girl,” he repeated when she stood to leave.

My girl. It was a tiny, throwaway expression, an endearment used by shopkeepers and even men of the cloth thoughtlessly, with no real meaning. But to one such as Amy Abel Mangevileyn, it sounded like a benediction.

She’d not been anyone’s girl in that loving way since losing her papa eight years before.

Eager to dispel any awkwardness caused by her woolgathering, she bustled behind her husband’s desk, planted a kiss on his cheek as she’d seen Thea do, and said, “Farewell for now, Daddy.”

She was only half a step away when Erasmus caught her by the hand and pinned her against the edge, his thighs spread to cage her in.

He seemed winded, his chest moving like bellows under his partially open waistcoat and shirtsleeves. He tugged at his neckcloth.

“What do you mean by that?” he asked roughly, in a tone he’d never taken with her before.

His eyes were sharp and hard. Something must have enraged him. But what?

“I…was being playful,” she said, searching the bookcase behind his chair. Anything to avoid looking at him. “You usually like it when I make little jokes. Girls and boys in my village would call their fathers that. I didn’t intend to upset you.”

“I like it,” he said. “Of that, have no doubt.”

She turned to go, and he gently caught her arm again.

“Have no doubt.”

Amy looked into her husband’s eyes at last. Always soft and a little sad, there was something new there that made her mouth feel dry.

He stood up from his chair, looming before her. Amy’s eyes landed on the exposed skin just below his neck. She smelled the remnants of sweat from this morning’s haymaking, mixed with soap and the sweet scent of freshly mowed grass. He seemed so warm and steady.

She felt his hand tentatively rest on her spine, prompting her to tilt her head back. His other hand found her waist and gave a small squeeze, reassuring her.

Amy knew how not to bolt under the ardent gaze of a man, so she didn’t pull away or cry like a gently bred lady might. But her face must have betrayed her deep discomfort with the intimacy all the same. And Erasmus, being Erasmus, didn’t let his own heated blood cause him to overlook the distress she’d somehow allowed to show.

“Amy,” he whispered. “You can tell me. Give your troubles to me.”

How did he know she was haunted by things in the past? Was she so transparent? But then, unmarried young women didn’t give birth to babies in Oxfordshire barns unless something had gone truly wrong.

She nodded no. One thousand times no. What would he think of the woman he slept beside if he knew? More devastatingly, would he hold Phineas so tenderly if he had any knowledge of his abominable origins?

“Amy, Amy,” he begged, bringing his fingertips to her cheeks and letting them feather to her ear. She’d seen him gentle Phin — and even animals on the home farm — this way, and she resolved not to crumble at the onslaught of sweetness. She wasn’t Venetia the Lamb or George the Crow!

Her skirts got trapped between his legs and the desk, and they were pushed back into the recess. It should have been too much, far too much pressure on her unquiet soul, but it felt like an embrace.

“Amy, my girl,” he said, his voice hoarse. “In this, let me take care of you.”

Her eyes connected with his just a moment before she burst into tears and sobbed against his chest, his waistcoat gathered in one hand to keep him close. His hand tentatively stroked ‌her hair, careful not to disarrange the snood that kept her rolled hair tidy. He didn’t pull back or press her further, simply letting her take what she needed and stoically watching over her.

At last, she spoke. His shirt was wet where she’d sobbed against him, and he deserved an explanation for her hysterics. She didn’t want him to think she was unreasonable; she knew she wasn’t.

“Like so many people, I am an orphan,” she started. “My mother died some three years ago. My father five years before her.”

Erasmus hummed, giving her time to tell her story as she wished, and signaling that he heard her.

“I had no other living relatives. At least, not any known to me. I never trained in a trade. Thus, I was seventeen years old, and owned little more than the clothes on my back. I was admitted to the parish workhouse and told I must earn my keep as a laundress.”

Erasmus’s hand drifted over her hair, seeking to offer comfort while not interrupting her tale.

“No man asked about marrying me,” she said with a snort.

“Fools,” replied Erasmus, drawing her down with him to the chair behind his desk. Somehow, without awkwardness, he’d seated her on his lap, her head still tucked under his chin. He let her get used to their position.

“Yet you came to be with child,” he said, prompting her to continue.

“There was a workhouse master,” Amy said at last, her throat closing. “Each day he’d make his rounds and see that we were laundering properly. Soon, he came more frequently and seemed to watch me in particular.”

The words tumbled forth now.

“I was newly eighteen when it started. I suppose I could have said no, but I had nowhere to go. The workhouse is already the end of the line. I was desperate, you understand? I didn’t want—”

She was sobbing when Erasmus pressed her closer and rocked her gently, using his firm body to convey the depth of his understanding and sympathy.

“You did nothing wrong,” he said, his voice tight. “By God, Amy, you did nothing wrong.”

“I only ran when something terrible happened. When I saw something terrible.”

“What could be more—”

“When my belly grew large, I had to confess to him I was carrying,” she said, as the words came fast, in rapid succession. “I expected him to be enraged. Why wouldn’t the workhouse master be mad about this reflecting poorly on his management and our morals?”

She hiccoughed. “But he laughed! He laughed! Then he took me to an outbuilding, which I had assumed was abandoned. It had no windows. He unlocked the door, lit a lamp, and let me look inside. He’d been drinking, and I think he was careless. What I saw…”

Amy sat there, not drawing a breath as she recalled the interior of that building. The hole where a floor should have been. The…

She gagged. Erasmus was ready with a handkerchief, and she held that square of fabric that smelled like him over her mouth until she could press the memory down deeper so she might finish the story.

“He laughed and said that he had a way of taking care of my minor problem. He’d done it before, many times over. I ran that same night.”

Erasmus’s body grew rigid as if he were preparing for battle.

“Are you mad at me?” she asked in a small voice.

“No.”

Her heart stuttered. She was terrified of what he could say, how he could react, but she needed to know. Couldn’t live another day wondering if the truth would extinguish the little family they were becoming.

“And do you think you can still care for Phin?” she asked. “Knowing who his father is and how he came about?”

Erasmus’s shoulders bowed under the weight of her words, and his head dropped forward. He was quiet.

“Phineas came about when his brave mother delivered him in my barn. I am his father,” he said at last. His voice was harsh.

“But—”

He wrapped a hand about her jaw and ear, pressing his fingers into her hair and forcing her to look at him. He seemed stricken, on the verge of tears, and his lips trembled as he tried to speak.

“I am his father. I am your husband.”

Erasmus lowered his lips to the apple of her cheek, as if to pour his words closer to her unquiet mind so she might understand their truth.

“Nothing about what came before you entered my barn will have any bearing on how I feel about Phineas. Or you, my wife,” he continued. “The only thing this changes is the trajectory of this workhouse master’s life.” He chuckled darkly then. “Well, his ability to have one.”

Amy gasped. “You don’t mean to—”

“Oh, I won’t kill him with my own hand. Such a death would be too silent, far more than he deserves. I will publicize the infamy of his crimes. And that place — the whole of it — will be closed for good.”

“But where will the people go?” she cried. “There are children! Women with nothing! Old Sam, he can barely—”

Erasmus quieted her with a kiss. It was a peck, a little nothing, but her first all the same. She felt her hand come to her lips to study the effect, and he explained.

“I know a man. A powerful man in government. He’s been imagining something better than the parish workhouse scheme, and he may start his work here. In Oxfordshire.”

Her face must have expressed doubt at his words.

“I worked for him while abroad. We exchange letters a few times per year. He’ll end up prime minister one of these days. He’ll help me set this to rights.”

Set it to rights, mused Amy. How would it feel to straighten and correct things, akin to stacking blocks?

“And should the law not handle the case appropriately, I’ll settle it myself,” he said.

Amy gasped and was about to admonish him when there was a knock at the door of the study. She stood, not wanting to embarrass her husband or the servants with evidence of their embrace, but he tightened his hold on her.

“Let them see us,” he whispered just above her ear.

She was heated, her breasts heavy. It must be time for Phin to eat.

When Erasmus called out, the baby’s nurse entered the room and showed sufficient training by not reacting to the sight of husband and wife entangled on a desk chair at midday.

Amy’s cheeks grew hot as she thought of the staff gossiping about their marriage, and she kept her eyes downcast while Erasmus took possession of the baby.

And there he was, her son, their son, cradled in his father’s arms. He was less strange to her now. For months, she’d searched for some sign that he resembled that man, and found nothing. Now, she could see traces of her papa, and even imagined that she could see her husband’s smile on Phin’s face.

“He’s perfect,” said Erasmus, looking down at the baby in the crook of his arm.

He was right. The nurse had begun dressing Phineas in tiny sailor suits, with no swaddling. His limbs wiggled, flailing about so that he might someday grow as strong as his papa.

His papa. What a relief. This blameless child had the finest papa in all the land, and Amy couldn’t help but lower her head to his precious belly to feel the rise and fall of his breath. Her tears leaked onto his seersucker playsuit.

And then he yowled, demanding his afternoon tea.

Still sitting in her husband’s lap, Amy moved to take the baby from the room, but Erasmus stayed her yet again.

“Allow me,” he said, handing her the child and carefully undoing the buttons on the bodice of her day dress.

If her breasts had felt heavy before, that was nothing to the sensation now. Amy feared she might leak through her nursing corset.

When Erasmus parted the bodice, he moved aside to allow Amy to arrange herself and the baby so he could latch. At her sigh of relief at Phin’s first sucks, her husband held her closer.

“You’re beautiful like this,” he said, brushing a kiss on her forehead. “You’ve made something beautiful, and I’m so fortunate to be part of it.”

Amy wiped a tear away and buried her face in his waistcoat. “At this rate, I’ll run out of tears. You should say something to dry my eyes, husband.”

He stroked a hand up and down the curve of her waist.

“I can think of nothing quite like vengeance to stop tears,” he said. “I promise I will not speak of it again after this: what was that man’s name? The workhouse master?”

Amy’s eyes drifted to a painting on the wall of the study.

“His name is Mr. Felter,” she said.

“Felter. Thank you. He will be dead or infamous if I have anything to say about it. Preferably both. Depend on me to handle it.”

And she realized she did.

Sinking against her husband’s chest as their baby nursed, Amy loosened her grip on the secret that had forced her to run. And found that, in turn, it loosened its hold on her, just a little.


Michaelmas


Chapter 5


Michaelmas, 29 September 1883

London

“I won’t keep you from your roast goose,” said Erasmus, standing from his chair. “I simply wanted to thank you personally for your attention to this matter.”

The matter in question was the arrest, arraignment, trial, and execution of one Mr. Uriah Felter, formerly the Master at the Cowley Road Workhouse. Felter had been surprised, nay, shocked, to discover himself arrested and before the magistrate at the turn of July. The court convicted him of countless murders and the abuse of women under his so-called care at the summer assizes, and his feigned disbelief hardened to anger and rage.

The newspapers in London caught wind of his villainy, and they trumpeted each horrifying detail of the case alongside the eruption of Krakatoa and failed Fenian bomb plots. The whole thing ended within the walls of Oxford Gaol early in September. Mr. Felter, pinioned and hooded, dropped to his death on a Monday morning.

The crowds outside the prison shouted to see the execution and receive his body for abuse, but officials fulfilled all legal requirements. Erasmus Mangevileyn of Oxfordshire, formerly in the foreign service, oversaw the fulfillment of those requirements.

With the villain now resting in an unmarked pauper’s grave, Erasmus could return home to the Abbey. But first he needed to thank the man he had consulted from afar.

Behind the fine desk, Hugh Carnifex, Earl Carnifex, stood to see his friend off.

“I’m pleased to hear that justice has been served. That man troubled my wife and daughter, too, you know,” said Carnifex.

Erasmus’s breath exited his lungs.

“Not like that,” said Hugh, holding out a hand to reassure his old comrade. “It was a nasty bit of business, all the same.”

“My wife expressed fear for the inhabitants of the workhouse. You’re certain there will be food and shelter for them, even outside the workhouses?” asked Erasmus.

Hugh Carnifex’s silver temples seemed to glow in the electrical light of his office, showing how fine he’d look on a coin or paper bill. His eyes took on a hazy focus; the future spread before him, his hand moving every piece on the board.

“It has long been my personal project to close these damned workhouses and give the poor a different kind of help. I won’t lie, my wife has encouraged my thinking along those lines and reminds me not to trade one hell for another. But we must start now. I’ve a plan: a few men I trust will take in some inhabitants, as you have.”

“You’re marrying off the women of the workhouse?” asked Erasmus, shocked at the scheme. It sounded like something monarchs would have proposed centuries ago in the colonies, not Britain in the age of steam-powered railroads!

Carnifex waved his concerns aside. “I’m no pimp or matchmaker,” he reassured. “These are men I know and respect, who have burdens of their own. The women will perform necessary paid labor. A mutual aid. Any deviations from the strictest propriety will not be tolerated.”

Erasmus found he believed the earl and nodded in agreement.

“Will you stay for the Michaelmas feast? We’re subdued these days because my wife has only just been safely delivered of another daughter, but we’d be happy for company,” said Carnifex.

“Congratulations to the proud parents,” said Erasmus, shaking the man’s hand. Fatherhood suited him well; he had a look of ease and satisfaction that had previously eluded him. “But I must return at last to the Abbey. I’ve been away pursuing justice for so long. My children will hardly recognize me.”

“You’ve prepared gifts?” asked Carnifex, shuffling some papers on his desk.

“Positively loaded down with them,” replied Erasmus.

“Then you’d best be off. The trains wait for no man!”

***

When Erasmus came up the drive to the Abbey in the carriage he’d hired rather than coordinating to have his own sent at short notice, he was relieved to see signs that the home farm had carried on in his absence. Wheat was cut and stacked; there was evidence that the barley harvest was underway; the cattle had been moved closer to the farmyard as the grasses further afield withered.

He found he was nervous. To have been gone so long, so early in his marriage and the life of the baby, was unfortunate. Unfortunate and necessary.

As the carriage wheels slowed to a stop, Erasmus recalled the sound of the trapdoor opening below that terrible man’s feet, leading to his drop to death. And just as efficiently, Erasmus closed the vault on those memories, determined to let the past lie with the dead.

It was when he stepped down and took possession of his bag and packages that he heard something strange.

“Papa!”

To his astonishment, his reserved Thea barreled down the drive, her shoe buckles undone in her haste to see him.

“Is everything well, sweetheart?” he asked, concerned that something had gone wrong during his absence.

He scooped her up and studied her face. She had a more elaborate braid in her hair, and the lace on her dress seemed new.

“You’re home in time!” she cried excitedly, wiggling in his arms. “I hoped you would be! Amy tried to tell me you were busy, but I said you’d make it. Mrs. Laidlaw made Michaelmas bannock. You couldn’t miss it, could you?”

Erasmus looked at his bubbling child, so clearly thriving under the influence of his young wife. He bore up manfully, but his heart somehow ached with a strange sense of future nostalgia, knowing that he’d always remember this greeting in the drive and the wonderful discovery that his daughter flourished even without him and their Greek and Latin lessons.

“There she is,” said Thea, nodding to the entry of the Abbey.

Amy had just exited the front doors, Phineas on her hip. The baby looked delightfully pudgy, and even his mama had a becoming bloom and fullness about her cheeks. His heart did something creative in his chest, and he found himself unable to lift an arm in greeting. He’d need to see a physician about that.

“You’re just in time for supper,” she called from the door, a shy smile breaking over her face as he approached. “You should have let me know you were coming. I’d have sent the carriage and asked Mrs. Laidlaw to make enough. You can share my plate.”

“We made enough for you,” confided Thea. “Amy said that if we did, maybe you’d come home.”

His blasted ticker was going to kill him before he saw 40 at this rate. Amy stepped aside to let him in the house, but Erasmus detoured slightly to drop a kiss on her cheek. Just a brief peck, the sort of thing elderly aunts did to wiggly children. But if that were so, why did his neck feel hot?

Dinner was cozy and abundant. Thea wished to stay up late to celebrate her papa’s return, and by the time she drooped and allowed him to carry her up to the nursery, where her governess would take over, he too felt tired.

Erasmus had his sights set firmly on the plush mattress he’d missed all these months when he approached his bedroom.

But when he entered, something was strange.

“I’ve removed Phin’s basket from the bed. He’s getting to be a big boy now, and he sleeps for much of the night. Your staff helped me make a nursery for him next door,” Amy said, carefully opening the door to a connecting storage room where Erasmus could see the baby’s crib.

His son was old enough for a crib. He had the urge to shed a tear.

And then Erasmus realized the implications for his sleeping arrangements. That mattress, once separated into two by the baby’s basket, was now one marital bed.

He remembered being an untried lad with his first woman, and his throat was dry. Amy drifted from Phin’s nursery, softly closing the door.

She wore a nightgown, much as she always had, but suddenly, it resembled the stuff of fantasy. Perhaps he was tired from traveling, but her breasts and hips seemed hugged by the fabric. Was it sheer over her nipples? God help him if he let his gaze roam over that dark thatch between her thighs.

“Is this alright?” she asked, gesturing to the marital arrangement of their bed. “I could always—”

“I want you here with me,” he blurted.

“And I want you here with me,” she said, her chin held high. My, she was a brave girl, his wife. His blood roiled at the knowledge that she wanted him in her bed. Their bed. Did this mean that she wished to enjoy all the comforts of marriage?

Erasmus tugged at his boots, then socks. “So we’re clear, Mrs. Mangevileyn: when you say you want me in your bed…”

Amy lifted a trembling hand to the buttons on her nightgown. She opened the first one. “I mean that in every sense, Mr. Mangevileyn.”

He watched her unbutton further. All the while, he pulled off his own coat, waistcoat, and shirtsleeves until he stood with just his braces and trousers on.

Finally, she lifted the gown over her head with marvelous efficiency. Revealing her nude body to him for the first time.

He took in her dips and curves, cataloging the look of her skin in the lamplight of their bedroom. The placket on his trousers seemed stuck shut, and he cursed his tailor for potentially trapping him in Purgatory while his bride awaited his attentions.

And then it opened — at last — and he was free to wash. This time, for the first time, he didn’t duck behind a screen. Erasmus stood naked in the center of their bedroom, washing his travel-worn body before his wife.

He soaped his armpits, then brought his hands to his cock, which was now hard under his wife’s avid gaze. Erasmus took his time washing his sack, drawing back the foreskin of his cock to clean and rinse himself, and finally, running a hand over his manhood.

Her eyes were there, on his firm shaft. She scurried to the side of the bed.

“I’ll help you draw back the counterpane. We wouldn’t want it to get messy,” he said.

“Messy?” she asked faintly. Erasmus came behind Amy and reached around to aid in folding it away.

She turned in his arms. “I have a request.”

He stepped closer and felt her breasts touch his chest. He couldn’t look down, or he’d surely explode. His cock was bobbing somewhere around her hip, and the tip occasionally rested on her skin. Was this heaven or some hellish torture?

“What’s that?” he asked hoarsely. He’d give her anything at this moment. State secrets would drip from his mouth like honey should she but ask. It was a dangerous feeling.

“Not from behind,” she said.

Not from…he realized what she meant, and what inspired the request. It took everything in his power not to wrap her in an embrace and sob over his wife’s past pain.

Instead, he nodded. “We’ll face each other.”

She responded in kind.

“If I might…” he placed his hands at her side and touched his wife’s waist for the first time. She curved in at the sides with a small swell where she’d carried Phineas. He rested his hand there tentatively, wanting to touch the strength, to love that place specifically.

“Oh, but it’s…” she said, looking down at where he cradled her stomach.

“Do you dislike it?”

“No,” she said, easing down to sit upon the bed as if her legs too felt weak.

Erasmus took her hand and examined the skin that had once been broken, scarred, and rough. It was now smooth, with white lines where she’d healed. He kissed every mark.

“You’ve been using the salve while I was away?” he asked, continuing to make love to those delicate fingers he’d sell his soul to feel on his heated skin.

“I have,” she said softly. “I’ve been healing while you were away.”


Chapter 6


Amy Mangevileyn had a problem. A delicious problem:

She desperately wanted her husband.

She wanted him more than another slice of that fine Michaelmas bannock. When he washed before her, she wanted to beg him to come to her in his sweat, dust, and musk, rub his scent into her skin. She’d been sleeping on his pillow, turning her face into the down so she could take him in from afar.

Over time, the scent on his pillow had faded. And all the while, her need for him had grown.

She’d finally recognized why her breasts felt heavy sometimes when he was near. Imagined him in their bed and found her spot growing slick, easing the way for his manhood.

For months, she’d argued with herself. Could he possibly want her — far from a virgin, and well he knew! — in such a way? Perhaps he didn’t have those feelings for her.

Yet when Amy saw her husband coming up the drive, his arms full of his daughter and eyes brimming with affection, she decided to try. Amy Abel Mangevileyn was always willing to try.

In their bedroom, Amy sat before Erasmus, her knees having gone weak at his touch. She didn’t realize that it would put her nearly at the level of that part of him.

It was hard and erect, rising from the nest of ‌dark hair he’d just washed. She reached out to stroke the shaft, and he caught her hand.

“You needn’t,” he rasped.

“But I want to.”

Erasmus brought her hand there, let her wrap her fingers around the hot, heavy member that made the place between her thighs ache with anticipation. He exhaled as if pained and put his hand atop hers.

“You’re such a good girl, Amy,” he said. “But if you do that, I’m going to embarrass myself.”

“You never need to be embarrassed with me,” she said.

“All the more reason to give you my very best showing,” he said, giving her a tender look. “Lie back on the bed.”

She scurried up onto the mattress and laid herself out for his pleasure. Amy took deep breaths, hoping he might notice how becomingly her curves had come in with all the wholesome dairy, fruits, and grains from the home farm.

His eyes were on her breasts, and she squirmed, pushing her thighs together as she thought of how it might feel to be touched there. Hands against the sheets, she waited for him to advance.

Erasmus held his shaft, not stroking, simply holding it and observing her naked body. She longed to cry out, wanted to beg for his touch.

And then he did it. He took that hand and ran the backs of his fingers over her hardened nipple.

Amy convulsed, then covered her mouth as she fought to contain the sound of her pleasure. It was the lightest of touches, yet the earth could swallow her up this very moment without her noticing because the sensation was so profound.

Her hips rocked on the bed, and her legs tangled together, then opened, desperately seeking something. Something of his.

Her husband finally joined her, crawled right over her needy body, flashed her a hungry smile, and dropped his full lips to her nipple. And then he sucked. His were a man’s demanding sucks, lascivious and lusty, and Amy had to bite the meat of her hand to contain the wails that might otherwise wake the baby.

“Shhh, you must remain calm,” he teased, switching to her other breast and heating her blood anew, the exasperating man.

He was kneeling between her spread legs, preventing her from closing them to get friction in that place that felt hot and wet and tight.

“Aren’t you going to…”

“Hmm?” he asked, her nipple still betwixt his lips. The vibration made tears come to her eyes. She was awash in something, drowned in it, her whole being liquid and poured this way and that by his expert touch. An ocean of pleasure took her under.

“Aren’t you going to penetrate me?” she asked, the question coming out in a rush.

He released his suction on her skin.

“I don’t think I will,” he said, finally looking down and trailing his fingers over her upper thigh.

“Whyever not?” she exclaimed, stunned that any man clearly aroused as her husband would wait even this long to insert himself.

“I want you certain, and wet, and ready,” he said, bringing those fingertips higher and higher on her leg. She was going to scream, wiggle down so she could press herself against him! At this moment, she was all of those things, and he was simply teasing her!

“But—”

“And we need not rush into another baby, much as one or three would delight me,” he said, stroking ‌the hair between her legs with feathering touches.

Her head suddenly cleared. Another baby. Phin was only six months old, and she’d been about to beg for her husband’s manhood, not even thinking of the consequences. It was like cold water, the fear of so quickly returning to morning illness and the ache of a heavy belly.

Erasmus lowered himself and placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “I can see I’ve upset you. I just want you to be happy and well.”

She nodded, not looking into his eyes. “I wasn’t thinking,” she said, suddenly wishing she could roll up in that counterpane and experience this humiliation alone.

“There now,” said Erasmus, dropping a kiss on her neck. “There are ways to enjoy a night in our bed — our marital bed — without risk of another baby basket separating us so soon.”

Her heart dropped when she realized what this could mean for their marriage.

“But don’t we have to…”

He raised his eyebrows, looking down at her with a stern expression. “Yes, Amy?”

“Don’t we have to consummate the marriage for it to be legal?” she asked in a rush.

Erasmus dipped his head to her cheek, which had once been flushed from desire, now from humiliation.

“But we consummated the marriage,” he mumbled into her tender skin.

“We…”

“We have a son. You’ve already given me a fine boy,” he said. “He arrived while we were married.”

Was her husband mad? He knew as well as she did that Phineas was the product of that horrifying workhouse.

“I’ll help you recall,” he said, kissing slowly down to her collarbone. “I had you spread out like this on our bed. Your breasts weren’t quite so full then, since you weren’t yet expecting or nursing. But they were so pretty with the tightest little pink nipples that you allowed me to taste.”

He gave one lick on her nipple to punctuate the story.

“You were ready to join our bodies at last. You told me so in the barn and then in the hallway to our bedroom that day. I had all the sense of a young bull, proud and hard, my sack fit to burst for my young bride’s cunny.”

Erasmus let his fingers trail over her slit, teasing the lips that swelled and ached for his touch.

“I didn’t think I could stand another moment of being outside ‌your slick clasp. I tugged you into this very bedroom, placed you on the bed, and set about ‌getting a baby on you.”

Amy didn’t realize what he was doing at first; she thought he was being silly. But as her husband told her the story of how they’d supposedly made Phineas — an impossibility — she saw precisely what he described, felt the pleasure of making a child with a loving and gentle man.

The painful memories of the workhouse faded all the more as Erasmus painted over them with something tender. She brushed away a tear, her happy feelings hard to contain.

“You did just that when I showed you my staff,” he said wryly before kissing the corner of her eye where another tear had escaped. “You were fearful that it wouldn’t fit.”

Amy giggled. He was being too much!

“But I reassured you I’d prepare the way,” he said, his gaze smoldering. “I promised to get you so wet you could take all of me.”

Her next exhale resembled a shudder. Her stomach seemed to flip, and she didn’t doubt that he’d find her very able to smother every inch of him.

“You were so sweet, Amy. You asked me to show you how I’d fit inside.”

Her eyes widened; this sounded nothing like something she’d say!

“I know!” he cried. “It was far bolder than I expected of you. But I like it when you’re bold and demanding, wife. It makes me hard as hell.”

He grasped his shaft, pumping it while he looked down at her displayed body.

“Amy, you’re beautiful,” he grunted.

“Are you sure you can’t…” she asked, her eyes on the head of his staff. Such a thing had never been tempting before, but she now wanted him inside, buried deep in her channel.

“That night, you asked me a very different question: if we could make a baby without me inserting myself. How times change,” he said. “But that night I reassured you by sliding a finger where my cock would go.”

Erasmus showed her his thick digit, then moved his hand between her spread thighs and slid just the tip into her hole.

She was so hot, so wet and overcome that a mere inch had her crying into her hand and contracting around him.

To his credit, Erasmus didn’t prolong her agony, simply worked his finger in and out until her stomach clenched and she rocked into a shaking paroxysm that left her mind blank and body sensitive.

“You’ve a sloppy little puss, Mrs. Mangevileyn,” he muttered, moving slower as she returned to awareness. “A good girl with a wet little cunny. No wonder I got a baby on you so fast.”

Her muscles contracted again as another wave of pleasure crashed unexpectedly. She felt wrung out, like the wash she’d done at the workhouse.

“Now, lie back and let me enjoy this fine, messy cunny,” he bit out, stroking the hand slick with her juices onto his manhood.

Amy thought he’d revise his earlier sentiments about not inserting himself — not that she’d mind. She had all the thoughts of one of Thea’s dolls. But he simply worked his staff with his hand and then lowered his hips until they hovered over hers.

“Ready?” he asked, somewhat winded.

“Yes.”

He dipped further and let the head of his part rest between her blooming lips, allowed the shaft to be cradled by her body but still well outside her channel. He slid forward slowly, following the slit, and pushed it through her wetness.

And then his head slid over some part of her that had her hips rocking, and muscles shaking.

“Your little nub is so sensitive,” he said, a coy smile on his face as he directed the ledge of that head over it again.

Nothing could be as wonderful. How was this happening again, so soon after pleasure had flattened her? Her tiny cries turned to groans that she had to muffle in the pillow from the other side of the bed, her teeth biting into the fine pillowcase as her gentlemanly, intelligent husband played her body like a virtuoso.

“This is just how you felt the night we made our baby,” he said, using his hand to keep his shaft running between her over-sensitive lips. “We wailed in each other’s arms all night long, and I gave you enough seed for a lifetime. Filled your pretty cunny until we were bound to have a child.”

Amy was so wet she wondered if Erasmus had somehow entered and filled her despite knowing he hadn’t.

“I didn’t know,” she sighed, surrendering all control of her body to her husband’s expert care.

“What’s that, sweetheart?” he asked, cradling a breast that had ached from the rocking motion.

“I didn’t know that it could feel like this. That making—”

Erasmus pressed the softest of kisses to her lips, causing her eyes to close and back to arch. “They call it making love.”

“Do they now?” she asked, trying to contain a smile.

Her husband ran his nose over the wispy curls that framed her ears. “Making love and making a baby. Just as we did to create Phineas.”

Amy hiccoughed her sob before she even knew she was crying. Her heart simply couldn’t control the emotions flooding her as Erasmus brought her to pleasure and healed something she’d once thought broken for good.

And she realized it then: she was in love with him. She didn’t merely want his fine body or his sharp mind — she wanted his goodness, his infinite gentleness and care.

Somehow, despite all the reasons it should not be so, she had stumbled into the barn of the most wonderful man, and he seemed to like her.

“You’re so good,” he moaned, thrusting faster and rubbing over that nub until she felt like an over-wound clock. “Such a good girl for me.”

Erasmus pinched her nipple and grimaced, clearly holding himself back from his own release.

“That’s it, get ready to take this load I have for you. I want a baby on Midsummer.”

His words were too powerful, and Amy rocked to meet his shaft and get it right over the place she was straining to feel him. For one moment, he slipped the barest bit into the mouth of her hungry channel, and their combined efforts only teased each other as they fought the urge to couple.

Finally, Erasmus took control, holding his hand over his thrusting member so it stayed safely outside her body, working that bump until she experienced a sensation akin to being hit with a whole tub of wash water at once.

She must have shaken and cried out, insensible of her surroundings, because Erasmus fixed his lips to hers, presumably so he might muffle her cries.

When he pulled back, he looked down at her belly with some satisfaction.

“All of that in your womb,” he said, casting her a heated glance when he looked up from where his spend had sprayed over her abdomen. “You took that all in and gave me our baby boy. For that, I couldn’t be more grateful.”

He rose from the bed and collected the cloth he’d used for washing. Painstakingly, he cleaned Amy between her thighs and on her stomach, then wiped her dry with the corner of a sheet.

She feared that trying to talk now might reveal her to have lost the power of speech.

“There now, Amy,” said Erasmus, crawling behind her and draping his body around hers.

And for the first time since she was a girl, Amy slipped into a blissfully dreamless sleep.


Christmas


Chapter 7


Christmas, 25 December 1883

The road from Oxford

Erasmus pulled back the curtain in his hired carriage for what must have been the thousandth time. The wheels turned slowly, going more sedately than the equipage and team could handle.

The speed had been his own decision, as was traveling with the freight wagon that followed. He was bringing Eleanor and their unborn child home from Vienna at last.

He’d made it back to Oxford before the trains stopped for Christmas. A good deal of money — unthinkable amounts, if he was honest with himself — had roused drivers and their animals in the wee hours of the holiday.

But Erasmus Mangevileyn needed to be reunited with his family after many weeks away, arranging for the safe repatriation of his first wife’s remains.

The sun was breaking on the horizon when they crossed Shillingford Bridge and turned towards the Abbey.

Having been a foreign attaché in Vienna before departing in the grief-filled days after Eleanor’s passing, Erasmus thought he knew what to expect of Austro-Hungarian bureaucracy. Yet between a Fenian bombing in London in late October, the cholera outbreak in Egypt that summer causing panic at the ports, and alarming, still unexplained delays in obtaining a Leichenpass or laissez-passer for his first wife’s remains, Erasmus’s trip of a fortnight had taken nearly two months.

Two months away from his children and young bride. His heart ached to think of Thea and Phin waiting for his return.

And Amy — oh, his Amy, blossoming into confidence, soft curves, and serene smiles. She had moments of hesitation and doubts about intimacy, and Erasmus was all too happy to let her decide how they should proceed. Never could he have imagined that lingering over kisses and whispers would heal his soul so completely.

Saying goodbye had been something akin to carving out his own heart with a spoon. He didn’t need to tell her why overseeing the exhumation and travel of the zinc-lined coffin was necessary. He didn’t even need to tell her that delivering on this promise to Thea was more urgent than ever as his feelings for Amy demonstrably grew.

She’d simply slid into his lap one day in his study, when he’d received yet another alarming cable from his contact in Vienna, said that dinner would be waiting when he could return, and promised to write to him in her increasingly confident hand.

He’d been a fool. He’d laughed and told her he’d be back so quickly letters would miss him. Somehow she knew, and her letters had proved a great comfort in those unsettling days of trying to track down officials for the exhumation permit and the bill of lading for the railways.

A great comfort and a significant cause of discomfort. Erasmus tapped the folded missives in his breast pocket again, reassuring himself that they were still there. He needed to speak to his wife about some things she’d written. He needed answers desperately, and he couldn’t have requested them via post.

Erasmus entered the Abbey through the servant’s entrance, nodding to Mrs. Laidlaw, already at the hob and making his way to the bedroom after filling a pitcher with water. He removed his boots outside the door so the noise wouldn’t wake Amy and then went behind the screen to wash up.

When he emerged in his fresh shirt and dressing gown, he finally let himself see what he’d been dreaming about since departing two months earlier. There she was, her hair spread on a pillow becomingly, her pretty lips the barest bit parted as she dreamed.

And beside her, one on either side, were the children. Phin slept in his crib, making little burbles as he kicked his feet while chewing on a wooden sailboat. Thea slept on Amy’s other side, tucked into her belly.

Erasmus suddenly sensed that this might be the best year of his life. He brushed a tear aside as he surveyed his little family after so long away, then carefully lifted the heavier Phin from his cradle and gave the boy a grateful kiss on his hair.

Finding an open spot on that large bed didn’t prove difficult, and Erasmus held the baby to his chest and then pulled the bedclothes over them, settling in for just a moment of rest.

***

He dreamed he rode on a small ship, tossed about by waves, chased by Austro-Hungarian officials who demanded to see the papers for the casket in the hold. The wind and spray from the water lashed against his face, and he turned away to spare his eyes the stinging seawater.

“Careful with your papa,” he heard a warm voice say, from somewhere nearby. “He’s traveled ever so far to return to us on Christmas.”

Amy, his wife, was so close after so much longing.

“But his eyelashes are long,” Thea said before she brushed through them.

The movements tickled, and Erasmus opened his eyes to find his daughter leaning over him, her finger poised just above his eye.

“If that’s not a sight for sore eyes,” he said, holding out his arms to his Thea, who flopped onto him without reserve.

Truth be told, he was shocked. Thea had always been a little withdrawn. But something had changed this year.

Erasmus cast his eyes to the other side of the bed, where he saw the thing that had changed everything.

Amy was looking down at Phineas, drowsily nursing at her breast, as though she couldn’t bring herself to look at her husband.

And then she cast him a brief glance and broke into a grin upon seeing that he was awake.

“Hello, wife,” he said, returning her smile. “How long have I been asleep?”

“Only 1,000 years,” she said, adjusting Phin. “But then you’ve crossed much of Europe to return to us. And on Christmas Day! I didn’t think we’d be so lucky.”

He knew the feeling. To have loved once and grieved most terribly, he’d not have expected to open his heart again. But hearing those kitten cries and realizing how desperately Amy and Phin needed him set aside all the doubts and wavering that might have doomed a more conventional courtship and union.

It was not so much a marriage of convenience as a marriage of necessity, and he found the term failed to sum up the depth of affection that he had for his new family. For his beautiful wife.

“You’re radiant, Amy,” he said, brushing a bit of hair back from her face so he could see just how pretty his stray bride looked when loved and looked after. He’d handle all of that personally from now on. No more long adventures keeping him away; his wife and children would have him at the Abbey from now on.

“I’ve been engaged in a most interesting correspondence, Mr. Mangevileyn,” she said pertly.

She was strutting, the little hen, bringing up those letters with so many hours to go until the evening, when they might discuss them privately.

“I’ve noticed that our bed is rather fuller these days,” he said, nodding to the children.

“Oh, hush,” she said mildly. “It’s Christmas, and their papa wasn’t home.”

“I’m home now, Amy,” he said. His glance must have been more heated than he intended because her cheeks flushed a lovely pink and she dropped her gaze to the counterpane.

It would be an endless day.

***

That night, Erasmus tucked Thea into her bed while Amy handled Phin’s nightly feeding and negotiation into his crib, now back in his little nursery.

When Amy emerged from the room, Erasmus was there, still clothed. He felt awkward about rushing into his dressing gown; he wouldn’t want her to think he expected anything.

But he did expect things. How could he not after her letters unexpectedly sent his heart racing?

“Well, Mrs. Mangevileyn, it seems we are alone.”

“Yes, indeed. Did you enjoy the roast beef?”

“I did. Thank you for so expertly managing the household.”

“It was my pleasure.”

This would never do. They were behaving like two acquaintances at market day, not a just-reunited husband and wife!

“I have some lingering questions,” he said.

She was brushing her hair, having taken it down from its pins. He loved to see her use the silver-backed brush and comb as if she were to the manner born. If Erasmus had his way, Amy would want for nothing.

“What’s that?” she asked distractedly.

He tapped his coat, right over the front pocket. “I have some letters from you, and their meaning was not always clear.”

“You must understand: I am new to writing, and I lack the skill of a more experienced correspondent,” she said, catching his eye in the mirror, her eyes filled with mirth.

“Yet you have mastered the art of teasing your husband from a distance, my little minx.”

Amy rose from her seat, her hair now tied off with a pretty ribbon.

“And another thing!” he exclaimed. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you adding lace to Thea’s dresses and buying Phin toys without putting it on our accounts! I’m of a mind to think that you’ve been using your own allowance for their things!”

She came near, her eyes shy. “I couldn’t use all of that money for myself. It’s an awful lot for one person.”

Erasmus couldn’t stand it any longer. His cock was fattening at his wife’s proximity and coyness, and his brain was struggling to work. “Amy,” he groaned, taking up the end of her braid and gently drawing her closer.

She came into his embrace without hesitation, rubbing her cheek against his chest. Did she too feel a deep need to be close to him? What a miracle, forged from a happy accident.

“I should note that your head rests over some letters I received.”

“Oh, really?”

“Some letters from my wife. Letters that left me uncomfortably hard and longing for our bed.”

“She must be a cruel woman, your wife.”

“The cruelest.”

She hummed.

“She’s clever and kind and lovely no matter the time of day or what she’s wearing,” he said, cradling Amy’s neck to tilt her face up for an achingly soft kiss on those enchanting lips. “How I’ve missed you.”

She went on tiptoe to kiss him back. “And I you.”

Then, on the way back down, her hand brushed over his cock. Erasmus held in a whimper, but just barely.

“Give your loving husband a present he’ll remember,” growled Erasmus into his wife’s ear. “Bare your body and stretch out on our bed.”

She was a good girl and freed herself of everything but the new ribbon in her hair. Quickly, she tossed the counterpane aside and lay on the sheets. Could she possibly be as eager for this as he was?

Erasmus withdrew the letters and set them on the bed before proceeding to remove his shirtsleeves. He took up the pages and handed them to Amy, ready at last to hold her accountable for the angst she’d caused him.

“Read the place I’ve circled on that first page,” he said sternly.

“I suddenly can’t read,” she said, hiding a smile and turning her head into the pillow.

Erasmus came to the side of the bed, turned up the lamp, and poked at the missive. “The place I’ve circled. And open your legs.”

She read and opened her thighs at the most teasing speed imaginable. Erasmus cupped himself over his trousers and waited for a clear view of her slit, stiff and aching despite their night only just beginning.

“…I’d like to report that the little well you expressed an interest in has been producing considerable water,” she said. “Why, some might say it’s overflowing. I think you’ll be pleased when you return to inspect it.”

He unfastened his placket. “And did you think this was appropriate to write? Suitable to tell a man who was thousands of miles away from his loving wife?”

She let her legs fully open at last. Erasmus couldn’t help but gaze upon her spread little puss, that cunny visibly wet, just as she’d promised.

“I was merely reporting on the condition of the Abbey,” she said, a playful finger coming to her nipple to show where she wanted him. This night, after so many aching nights away, he’d give her new places to want him.

“I’m afraid I must away to inspect the well,” he said, making as if to go.

Amy laughed. What a sound, as dear to him as Thea’s increasingly fluent Greek and Latin and Phin’s kitten cries and burbles.

“Or I could,” he said, sliding onto the bed between her legs, “inspect your well.”

Erasmus reached up her body, over her belly, until he took her hand in his.

And then he lowered his mouth to her deliciously red cunny and licked up her wet slit.

“Oh!” exclaimed his wife, convulsing.

“I find I didn’t have enough at supper,” he said, tonguing her nub. “I’ll just have to eat you up.”

The rocking of her hips was at odds with the tormented shakes of her head, all possibility of speech seeming to have escaped her.

Good, it was time for her to be just as sensually afflicted as he’d been by her letters.

Placing two fingers at her swollen inner lips and spreading them so he could see his wife’s little hole, Erasmus finally spoke the words he’d been wanting to say for weeks.

“Read the letter where you told me about the state of the Abbey’s pipes.”


Chapter 8


Oh, she’d really cooked her goose now. When Amy had inserted a euphemistic phrase to let her husband know how much she desired him from afar, she hadn’t thought ahead to the consequences of her actions. Eventually, he would come home!

Truth be told, when he wrote back perfectly nice, even tender letters, she’d assumed that her sly references to the state of her thoughts and body had missed the mark. So she’d grown bolder, hoping to convey her meaning.

Clearly, he had understood her from the first.

“You wrote that the Abbey’s pipes are having problems, Amy. Yet I replaced those personally upon buying the place three years ago. So whatever could you mean?” he asked, one finger resting at the bottom of her channel, his fingertip not even the barest bit inside where she needed him.

“I simply thought,” she said, shuddering with unfulfilled need, “that you might wish to test them. It.”

“You want me to test it, do you, Amy?”

He pressed his finger in so slowly she wanted to cry.

“It certainly seems functional,” he said, stroking in and out. “But I should look closer.”

And then he slid his tongue into her channel right alongside his finger. It didn’t reach far, but the stretching, licking sensation at her sensitive entrance made Amy’s hips jerk. The only thing anchoring her to the bed, it seemed, was his hand clasping hers.

She looked down between her legs and saw his head moving, his eyes studying her, and his mouth working to give her pleasure. Never did she imagine such things could be so heavenly, not until this man she didn’t know from Adam rescued her in her moment of greatest need.

She had a thought — whether it was before or as her first paroxysm of the night rushed through her body as he sucked her sensitive inner lips — that this man would father her future children. He would labor between her legs and take exquisite care of her and always be the best of men.

She was in love. Had been for some time, if she was honest with herself. A tear, a happy one, escaped her eye as she looked down at him just as he looked up at her.

Erasmus made a show of wiping his wet mouth on her thighs, then came up when she pulled on his hand.

“Merry Christmas, my beautiful wife,” he said before nibbling at her ear.

She could sense his restless, clothed cock so close to where she wanted it. The mere thought of him entering her for the first time made her want to weep with desire. It was time for the Mangevileyns to consummate their marriage. More than time.

“Daddy,” she whispered, shy about using the word yet loving how small and protected it made her feel, noticing it seemed to set loose her husband’s animalistic core, usually hidden under his scholarly exterior.

“God, Amy, you say that and I’m liable to spend in my trousers,” he groaned.

“Then take them off. Take it all off. I want you. I want you inside me.”

He didn’t have to be told twice. Erasmus wiggled to the side of the bed and efficiently yanked off the rest of his clothing before settling on top of her again, just where he’d been.

“We don’t have to—”

“I want to,” she said. “Wanted it since…well, in October, just as you were preparing to depart, then got delayed, but I never could find the words. I think that’s why my letters were so heated.”

“I left my wife with a hot little puss and didn’t even know it?” he asked, letting his cock drift over her cunny.

“You had to have known how I feel about you,” she said, suddenly abashed. This conversation didn’t seem to be merely about bedroom activities. They were totaling the accounts to see where they stood.

“Sometimes I wonder,” he said. “I have the most reserved wife — save for when she’s writing to me from across Europe.”

“Oh, you don’t need to wonder,” she said simply. “I love you, Erasmus Mangevileyn. Have for ages. Didn’t want to burden you with—”

He was on her in an instant, his lips open and demanding as he kissed Amy and let her taste herself. If his response was any indication, he liked what he heard.

“Amy, I’ve hoped, or rather, not dared hope,” he said, kissing her again, then kissing down her neck until he could take a nipple into his mouth, desperate to consume her.

“Are you, well, dismayed?”

“Dismayed?” he asked, a laugh escaping when he pulled off her milky breast with a pop.

“It’s just, you never asked for feelings. They might be burdensome, given that you had a wife of your own choosing. And I simply stumbled into your barn. Without your permission! And then you had to marry me! You were compelled to do so.”

It was the most vulnerable she’d been since struggling to give birth alone in that pile of hay. She laid bare her heart, and Erasmus would not be unreasonable to think all of those things she finally put into words.

“Amy,” he said, fluttering kisses over her cheeks, blanketing his wife in affection. “I loved Eleanor and will always love her. When I met her, I was full of hope and ideas, and she was right beside me, with a zest for life and a desire to see the world.”

She nodded, understanding that there was no way she could compare. It sat heavy in her chest, but she had been prepared for this.

“By the time you stumbled into my barn, I was broken. Disillusioned. Humbled by an intractable grief, and living only so my Thea would have a parent to see her into adulthood.”

She’d not known the depth of his despair. She’d barely been able to hold her head up in the wake of Phin’s delivery, and Erasmus had seemed so immediately delighted with him she assumed he’d always been so happy.

“You made me love again,” he said. “Something about a baby in my arms restarted my heart. And then there was his mama, transforming into the most delightful creature.”

He tucked a curl behind her ear. “You grew more alluring with every day of my care. How could I not love a rose I’d worried over?”

Erasmus placed a finger on her chin, tilting her face up so she’d meet his eyes. “I love you,” he said. “And I love caring for you. And when you call me ‘Daddy,’ it makes me long to plant my seed in your belly so I might be a father yet again.”

The hunger in her husband’s eyes took Amy’s breath away. He was a man of civilization who could draw forth something older than writing, an aching connection that bound humans and their ancestors across time.

And now, that ache consumed her, too. It was time to join, to mate, and maybe someday bear fruit again.

“I’ve not done this before.” Her cheeks flushed when she recalled that her husband would not encounter a maidenhead when he pushed into her body for the first time. “Not ‌this way,” she corrected.

When Erasmus was quiet, she pointed between their faces a few times. She meant to say she’d not experienced the act so intimately, but her mouth seemed too small for her tongue and her teeth were all in the way.

“Then let me show you the way, my love,” he said, his expression comprehending.

“I’ll make a little space for myself here, inside of you,” he continued, spreading her inner lips and angling his hips so the head of his member rested against that sensitive opening. “Are you well?”

“I am.”

“Then I’ll stay here a moment and let you get used to me.”

Amy felt the initial ring of her channel stretch to accept him, that hot, hard piece she’d longed to have there during all those nights alone.

“Breathe through it,” he instructed. “You don’t have to take it all at once.”

She was just getting accustomed to his member within her body when Erasmus dipped his head and flicked his tongue over her nipple.

Her hands flew to his head, covering his ears, and her hips instinctively jerked. Thus, he slid in her just a little more.

“That’s it, my darling, fuck yourself onto my cock,” he growled.

Such crude words from a cultured man! Which only made her blood hotter, forcing her to chase the deep pressure and slide.

Amy was making tiny bleating noises as she moved her body to take more of her husband within.

“Is there more?” she asked, quite winded.

Erasmus looked down and smirked. “You’ve done so well. Shall I give you the rest?”

She nodded yes.

“Then let me in,” he said, pushing himself all the way until the tidy hairs around his manhood pressed against her skin.

She felt full. Stretched. Claimed by a loving man.

“Breathe, Amy,” he whispered, nuzzling her temple as he remained still while she acclimated to the size.

Air escaped in a rush. Her body melted into the bed. Her slickness combined with a shiver of her hips to make him move inside of her.

“You’re so good,” he intoned. “Such a good girl.”

Amy regarded her husband with some mistrust. “I didn’t realize gentlemen could be so…”

Erasmus raised an eyebrow.

“So sizable. And lusty. And, well, crude,” she said, rocking her hips again to shift the thick weight of him within her.

Her country gentleman husband laughed, clearly delighted by the way she’d characterized him and his manhood.

“You thought—”

“Incorrectly!” she exclaimed, embarrassed at her admission.

“Your error was in thinking that a gentleman couldn’t be ‌what you need, my love,” he said, letting his fingers stroke her nub. He strummed that spot, working far faster than his confident thrusts until Amy’s hands reached for the headboard to ground herself as she drifted entirely to sea on the waves of pleasure.

“That’s it, work your little puss on my cock, wife,” he said, “you’re taking me so well.”

Her mewls sounded like begging, and his fingers were relentless as something built deep inside. Words wouldn’t come; she simply had to accept the bliss as he stroked all the places on her body aching for him.

“You thought I wouldn’t give my wife everything?” he asked, holding her beneath the knees to drive within her deeply. She was spread and bared, his digits no longer rubbing her bump. She wanted to beg him to send her crashing into paroxysms, but she couldn’t fit the pleas in between her cries of satisfaction.

“What you didn’t know, Amy, is that a gentleman can be a daddy,” he said, his eyes gleaming as he returned that word to her after all this time. “Your daddy will take care of his little puss, won’t he?”

Her jaw opened of its own accord, and she felt a tremor deep within.

“That’s right, stroke your daddy’s cock with this tight little cunny,” he said, thrusting his hips relentlessly. My, all that labor on the home farm had certainly done his body good!

Erasmus slowed his strokes, and just when she gathered the words to complain, he asked, “Are you going to give Daddy another baby soon, or should we wait?”

Amy’s movements stopped. She hadn’t considered the ramifications of their lovemaking, at least not tonight, when the sensations and emotions proved so overwhelming.

“You’re nursing yet,” said Erasmus, fondling her nipple until it leaked drops of milk, “so it might take some time. Or it might not.”

She lay there, his thrusts languid as she mulled over what he was asking. Thought about how he was granting her a choice in the matter.

“I’ll make your cunny squeal either way,” he said wryly.

Amy laughed and let her fingers trail over her swollen breasts, touching her sensitive nipples. She relaxed around her husband’s thick cock and then squeezed it again. She thought of giving him another baby, how it would feel to have him beside her this time as she labored.

And mostly, she thought of how much she wanted his spend in her womb and channel, how desperately she needed to take his seed. She’d never known this about herself, how she liked her husband’s spend, but she now knew that the idea of it pumping within her made everything a little more delicious.

“Inside ‌me,” she gasped, as Erasmus picked up speed. “I want it all inside ‌me.”

“What’s that, Amy? What do you want inside?” he asked, a smirk coming over his face as he looked down at her.

“Your…”

Erasmus slowed.

“Your spend.”

“And where do you want it?”

“Inside.”

“Inside where, my love?”

“In my…in my hole. My womb.”

“And what are you going to do with all of that seed I’m going to pump in your hungry little cunny?”

“Make a baby. Maybe.”

“Now, you’re a very good girl, so I know you’ll keep it inside, won’t you? If I’m going to fill you, you have to do your part and hold it in.”

He was moving faster now, and her thighs shook where they clapped against his. She was so close to release, so desperately close to grasping something spectacular.

“It’s going to be hard to keep my loads inside this tight little puss,” he said, punctuating the top of each thrust with a snap of his hips, “but I’ll keep you in bed, spoiled, your legs lifted, with your tea delivered and all the help you need. And I’ll fill you up, as long as it takes until you swell with my baby again.”

Erasmus’s loving care never failed to make her heart beat faster, and this was no exception. She screamed into her hand as her channel worked around him in ways she couldn’t control and her whole body seemed to shake endlessly.

Her head, once filled with thoughts, went blank, and her vision darkened. She felt as though the soft mattress swallowed her and her bowing spine.

And then, a muffled roar followed by, “So good, so good.”

Erasmus dipped his head to kiss her lips with the utmost tenderness as he continued to thrust through the seed he’d poured into her.

“You’ve done so well, Amy, my love. So very well.”

She basked in his praise and care, thanking whatever invisible compass or hand of Providence had directed her to the barn of the most loving man in all of Oxfordshire.


Christmas, One Year Later


Epilogue


Christmas, 25 December 1884

St Laurence’s Church, Warborough, Oxfordshire

“And there’s where my mother is,” said Thea, gesturing to the headstone that marked the place in the churchyard where they had buried Eleanor and her unborn babe. “Let’s go say hello.”

Phineas toddled after his older sister, thoroughly captivated by everything she did and said. When she placed her hand on the carving of an angel, he copied her and repeated select words from Thea’s memorized biography of the woman she’d only known for the briefest time.

“When you mentioned traveling abroad to bring your first wife’s remains home, I’ll admit that I had my doubts,” said Mr. Quartermaine, the village vicar, looking on at the chattering children in the churchyard when he came to stand next to Erasmus. “I wondered if I’d pushed you too hard and fast into your current marriage. Worried that you might cling to the past and forget to enjoy the present.”

Erasmus leveled him a wry look.

“I see I was wrong,” said Mr. Quartermaine, shaking his hand. “Congratulations are in order.”

Beside him, Amy glowed with good health, her lovely winter cloak hiding the blossoming midsection that caused more than one parishioner to mist up with delight. The Mangevileyns were not only clearly in love; they were expecting a new baby.

“And how are you faring, my dear? Not too sick?” asked Mrs. Quartermaine, the vicar’s wife. She looked between the married couple with a sense of pride, vastly pleased that her meddling had paid dividends.

“Only in the mornings,” said Amy, unable to contain her excitement. “And only on some days. The baby is being a good little lass or fellow, and he doesn’t trouble me too much.” She rested her hand atop the cloaked swell that had given their household great joy already.

“Perhaps a girl this time?” asked Mrs. Quartermaine, her eyebrows raising and lowering as she prattled good-naturedly.

“Oh, but we already have one of each,” said Amy, patting her swollen belly. “Maybe a sheep or goat just to even the score.”

Mrs. Quartermaine burst into laughter and wished the expectant parents well before wandering off to greet a pensioner who assisted with the organ on Sundays.

“I fear your big news is the talk of the churchyard today, Mrs. Mangevileyn,” her husband said when they had a break between well-wishers.

“I rather think it’s our big news, Mr. Mangevileyn. After all, you had a rather big role in the project.”

“Rather big, am I?” he asked under his breath, turning a sly eye on his wife.

“Mama! Phineas tried to bite the angel wings!”

“Oh dear,” said Erasmus, heading off to collect his much too curious son.

Theodosia halted just before Amy, always mindful of the growing bump and careful not to jostle it. She rested her head and hand against the swell as if to hear if her new sibling had anything to say yet; she was impatiently waiting for Phin to begin his Latin and Greek studies and hoped this baby would emerge knowing both already.

“How do you find the baby today?” asked Amy, stroking her daughter’s hair affectionately.

“Already has more sense than Phin,” said Thea grumpily, not pleased at her little brother’s tendency to stick anything and everything in his mouth.

“Well, your papa is going to have to talk to Phineas on the way home about that. We can’t have him eating Christmas crackers, can we?”

***

After tucking both children into their beds, reading stories, and placing new toys within reach, Erasmus closed the door to the bedroom.

“Are you sure you don’t need help?” she asked, turning on the bench at her toilette to see him. Her dressing gown opened most provocatively in the front, revealing her growing belly.

A belly with a red bow tied around it.

Erasmus’s eyes widened, and then he barked a laugh, hastening to cover his mouth so he might not rouse the children and servants. They’d discussed gifts between their household and child-rearing responsibilities and had forgone giving each other presents.

When Erasmus jokingly suggested that he’d be happy with a bow on his wife’s nude body, he never imagined she’d do just that.

But how he’d wished. They’d been busy that autumn and into the holidays, collapsing into bed to trade whispered stories about their days and what the children and livestock had gotten up to. It was lovely and domestic, and now Erasmus was hard with a sudden want of something more carnal from his beautiful wife.

“You got me a present?” he asked, coming up beside her to run his fingers over the ribbon. “I thought we weren’t going to.”

“You said the same thing,” she said, raising her eyebrow and fingering the triple strand of pearls he’d given her in bed that morning between kisses.

“You can’t fault a man for wanting to see his cherished wife properly adorned,” he said, touching her skin beneath the ribbon.

“You can untie me.”

“I don’t think I will,” he said. “I’d rather see that bow on your beautiful belly when you ride my cock.”

“Oh, Mr. Mangevileyn! Such words!” she exclaimed before jumping from her seat to make her way to the bed.

***

“Amy, you torture me,” said Erasmus, lying back on the bed as his wife slowly moved on his cock.

She rocked her hips just as he’d taught her, closing her eyes as she directed his shaft over the parts that made her ache with pleasure. She cradled her full breasts, now devoid of milk, imagining how good it would feel for her husband to suck from her again after the baby came.

“Tilt back a little. I want to see where you’re taking me,” he said, holding her sides as she sat back and tilted her hips to let him see his cock splitting her cunny.

Erasmus stroked over the places they were joined, earning breathy exhalations.

“You took me so well this year, my love,” he said, shifting a hand to the growing belly that so enchanted him. “Took my seed like a good girl, didn’t you? Saved it all up and made me a baby?”

The bow on her stomach trembled as the first tremors of paroxysm made her shiver. “Yes, Daddy,” she moaned.

“That’s right, you’re making me a papa again, aren’t you, Amy?”

She whimpered as he thumbed her navel suggestively. And bounced harder on his shaft.

“And no matter how many babies you give me, you’re always going to be my good girl. You’ll take your daddy’s seed, let it fill this pretty belly of mine.”

“Yes, yes,” she gasped, rocking faster to create the friction that satisfied her needy channel.

“And these?” he asked, moving his hands to her breasts. “We’ll keep these beauties filled, won’t we? You’ll be the most beautiful, bounteous mama on the entire farm.”

Being compared to the heifers and ewes should have put Amy off the conversation, but she secretly loved it. And had confessed as much during one of their late-night conversations as her husband used his fingers to bring her pleasure. She might grow round and lush, and her gentleman farmer husband would only look on her with pride.

“You’ve been such a giving girl, taking my cock like this,” he said while running the backs of his fingers over her furred mound. “Now, I mean to give you something back.”

This was her favorite part — the culmination of their words and bodies meeting. The climax she’d never imagined she could have.

“That’s it, take me deep,” he grunted, using one hand to help Amy direct her hips and the other to stroke the nub exposed by her puffy lips and his planted cock.

She felt his touch both in the spot he stroked and within, causing her to squeeze around him. He was solid within her channel, a delicious ache blooming between her thighs as she stretched for him once again.

“God, Amy, I’ll fill you up.”

His rough words broke the last tethers, and she hopped in her husband’s lap, riding his shaft through the ecstasy that had her crying out in surprise — despite his pleasure being no surprise by now.

He was thick and jerking, his seed pouring into her as spasms worked his cock from root to tip. Her nipples were sensitive, and when her braid brushed over one, her back shivered, overwhelmed.

“You’ll take every bit of me,” Erasmus groaned, thrusting up into her with the last of his bounty.

When Amy’s back bowed forward, Erasmus lifted carefully to give her a kiss before turning them so they could lie down while facing each other. He’d withdrawn his shaft, then used his fingers to press his spend inside, as he’d done for months until Amy had fallen pregnant.

“You needn’t do that now that we’ve a baby on the way,” she said drowsily.

He kissed her again. “I want to be close to you, my love. And within you might be as close as close gets.”

She wiggled contentedly and felt her husband in her channel.

“It’s difficult to argue with your logic,” she said. “Is this to be our Christmas tradition? Lovemaking?”

“I should think so,” said Erasmus, pulling her near. “I think so, my love.”

THE END
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Filling Their Tailoress: Short and Steamy MFM Ménage of Convenience Historical Romance

A talented Regency tailoress takes two lords intent on doubling her pleasure.

Lord Banastre “Bonnie” Lascelles was enjoying some company at the bawdy house when the night watch showed up for a raid. What’s a chaotic aristocrat to do when he’s in deep trouble with the law? Run to Molly Trenchard, known as the Buckskin Breechess, and claim the whole thing was a misunderstanding.

When Molly demands Bonnie’s help with a small problem of her own, they discover just how much fun trying to make an heir can be. With the deadline looming, they call in stud Lord Edward Richard Stone, to double their efforts.

But what happens if Bonnie and Molly are making more than just an heir — and they’re falling in love?

Amazon: elizabethroubaix.com/filling
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His Duchess’s Lovers: The Complete Series

A duke with everything learns just how much he enjoys sharing.

When Julia Balistarius, Duchess of Astwell, declared over breakfast that she planned to take lovers, her cad of a husband Laurence responded in his usual bored manner.

Laurence realizes that an embarrassing public affair could threaten his political career, so he makes Julia an offer: he’ll tutor his wife in how to be the perfect, discreet lover — and he’ll do it while never making demands of her body.

Soon, the Duchess of Astwell is the most popular lady in London, lavished with attention by Laurence’s commanding best friend, entertained by a notorious baron, shared by masked secret society men, and caught between a stud and her own husband. All the while, Laurence’s lust for his wife only grows.

But what happens when all of that sharing makes Laurence realize he wants one thing just for himself: the love of his longtime wife?

The His Duchess’s Lovers: The Complete Series special 6-book bundle includes:

Prepared for Her Pleasure
Trained by Her Husband’s Best Friend
Taken by Her Groveling Husband
Shared by the Grand Bucks
Filled by the Stud
The Widower and the Wet Nurse
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Matrons I’d Like to Tup: The Complete 1816 Season

Five forgotten wives. Five forbidden awakenings. One scandalous collection of Regency heat.

The mamas of the ton are hot, bothered, and desperately in need of a good tup.

They’ve done everything society asked of them — married well, managed households, raised heirs. But behind the closed doors of London’s finest townhouses, five matrons discover that desire doesn’t end with a wedding ring. In fact, for these neglected wives, the real pleasure is only just beginning.

Now these ravishing, mature women are working off their debts, taking a band of rakes, riding the cavalry, satisfying a club of libertines, and tempting hulking bodyguards.

It’s time for the matrons to play more than cards.

The Matrons I’d Like to Tup: The Complete 1816 Season special 5-book bundle includes:

Working Off Her Debt
Taking the Rakes
Servicing the Regiment
Pleasing the Members
Spreading for the Bodyguards

Amazon: elizabethroubaix.com/MatronsBundle
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The Mogul and the Maid: Short and Spicy Secret Pregnancy Victorian Romance (A Few Good Bucks Book 1)

Their hallway tryst ended in heartache. She wants revenge — he’s desperate for another taste.

Lucy Makeblythe has spent months trying to forget the night rich, reckless, and ruinously charming Adam Chevestrer took her innocence in a ducal corridor…and vanished before she could catch her breath.

Now he’s back, offering everything from fine gowns to heartfelt apologies. But Lucy wants something more: a night at the Forest, where the masked, dominant Grand Bucks worship one woman with their mouths, hands, and bodies. And Adam? He’ll be watching. Restrained. Helpless. Desperate.

What he doesn’t know is that Lucy’s carrying more than a grudge. Their first encounter left her filled with a secret he’ll never forget — if she ever tells him.

The Mogul and the Maid is a standalone, 15,000-word super spicy Victorian romance featuring a clever heroine, a repentant rake, public restraint, and a HEA that’s both scandalous and satisfying.

Amazon: elizabethroubaix.com/GB1
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