IMPERFECT BLUE

    One might reasonably wonder how it was that a conflict between two great European nations should result in the invasion by one of them of a colony on another continent; a colony in fact belonging to a third European country not directly involved in said conflict at all.   The answer lies in the strange tectonic ripples that emanate whenever Imperial powers set to jousting, and upon the ever-shifting sands of alliances forged between states.   Suffice it to say the colony in question was Cape Colony, on the southernmost tip of Africa; that it had been fully colonised by the Dutch under auspices of the Dutch East India Company; that the Dutch had, under severe pressure, allied themselves with Napoleonic France; that France and Great Britain were now at war; and that Britain had therefore taken it upon itself to annex the Cape, in a move of massive, if slightly perplexing, strategic genius.

   Combining a small fleet and some infantry, the operation was carried out with minimal fuss and few casualties.   Lord MacCartney was despatched from the Mother Country to oversee the absorption of the Cape into the British Empire, and the consolidation of security in the region.   It was primarily a matter of preserving the existing administrative structure as far as possible, along with the tying up of a few loose ends.   Problem was, some of those loose ends proved reluctant to be tied.

   You see, although the Cape was ineluctably a Dutch colony, and almost entirely populated by the Dutch, there was among its population a small but influential minority whose ancestry was – and here was the sticking point – indelibly French.   Given the situation, could they really be trusted?

   That loose end dangled, a fluttering irritation at the edge of an Empire’s perception.   Something would have to be done…

South Africa, 1798

   It was a gorgeous place.   Below the lightly forested hills of Soeto Boelke the estate sprawled in a mosaic of bright, shimmering fields, green and yellow, violet and brown.   As Sir James Emnett drove into this scene, it evoked a sensation he had never known before – the thought that, just possibly, here was a place he might wish to settle.

   Sir James was a young man, not quite at the mid-point of his thirties, and markedly handsome with it.   In his life he had already known several incarnations, beginning with humble roots in an obscure Lancastrian hamlet.   From there he had progressed to clerical duties in the industrial heartland, thence to the teaching of elite sons at a private institution.   This latter placement had enabled him to begin cultivating contacts among the great & good, which in turn led to his appointment on a diplomatic mission to the mysterious, far-off empire to the east, triggering an incurable wanderlust and an insatiable fascination for the natural wonders of the wider world.

   Yet here, in this freshly acquired outpost of the Empire – snatched by force in the ongoing chess game ‘twixt Britain and France – he suddenly found within him a deep sense of belonging, almost of home.   It crossed his mind that, throughout his worldly wanderings, he had been seeking one perfect piece of paradise in which to take root – now, at least for the moment, he might have found it.

   To be sure, this was not a perfect paradise.   The newly conquered Cape was still volatile, its Dutch-derived populace hostile to the occupation; there remained the lingering threat of counter-action from the French.   And there could be no escaping that the dark-skinned people who toiled in these fields, uncaring of the sun’s searing glare, were not indentured labourers – they were slaves, pure and simple.   And it would likely be some time, Sir James mused, before this region achieved any form of balance between black and white.

   Of his northern origins, Sir James retained little save for a still pronounced accent and a certain dogged persistence in his dealings – the second quality, no doubt, was what had led to him being one of the officials sent to consolidate the Cape’s acquisition.   There was, however, one souvenir from his upbringing that accompanied him wherever he went, and which he could not do without – indeed it was the most precious thing he possessed.   This was his wife, Bailey.

   The girl who would one day become Mrs Bailey Emnett had in fact been an early pupil of Sir James, back in that antediluvian era when he first dipped his toe in the realm of schooling.   However, there was nothing salacious about the situation, he being then a youth of impeccable virtue and she being a mere eight years of age.   But even then she made an impression on him, as a quick-witted, sometimes garrulous and frequently wilful child.   She had been a handful to teach, which inevitably made the process more rewarding.

   Some fifteen years later, James Emnett – fast on his way to becoming ‘Sir’ – made a brief, nostalgic visit to his place of birth, to discover that his former pupil had blossomed into the most desirable woman he had ever seen, such that the only thing to do was fall head over heels in love.   Neither the difference in age between them, nor the possibility she might be considered a curious fit for a diplomat’s wife, could dampen the ardour with which he wooed her.

   Now she sat beside him, in the little loaded indigo buggy as it rolled jauntily towards the heart of the estate, and a simple glance was enough to reassure him that he had made the right decision.   Bailey was possessed of a full, ovular face, with a high brow and a strong chin, and the most perfect high cheekbones that forever bore the blush of an English rose.   Soft lashed, wide grey-green eyes shone from under thin, mercurial brows; below them an elegantly concave, delicately pointed nose; below that a slender yet voluptuous mouth always poised on the brink of a smile.   Even ‘neath a bonnet, her rich shoulder-length crown of deep auburn hair had a tendency towards unruliness, somewhat like the lady herself – it was reminder that, for all the sophistication acquired in her travels with him, Bailey was still at heart a simple northern lass.  It was this aspect of her that most infuriated and delighted him, all at once.

   They arrived at a sprawling, powder blue painted mansion, whose low-set, colonial design implied burgeoning wealth without resort to ostentation – a sign of comfort both with one’s station and one’s self.   Their stopping jolted Sir James from his pleasant reveries upon his wife and his future, catapulting him back to the here and now and the delicate mission on which he was engaged.

   They were welcomed, and their luggage debarked, by a gauntlet of black servants (he still had trouble acknowledging them as slaves), until the couple stood in a lobby festooned with hunting trophies – slightly macabre mounted heads and hides of exotic horned creatures.   Sir James, whose knowledge of fauna was capacious, studied these intently while they awaited the estate’s owner.

   “Sir James Emnett, I presume?” said a slightly lisping male voice, heavily accented in its unfamiliarity with English.   Turning, Sir James was confronted by a strikingly debonair man with finely chiselled features, easily five-to-ten years younger than himself.   Along with his surprise was a wholly unexpected frisson of territorial envy.

   “Do I have the honour of addressing Monsieur Wibaut?”

   The man smiled, with what may or may not have been imagined condescension.   

   “Please, I appreciate your efforts to paint me with a French brush, but it has been a long time since any member of my family has answered to ‘monsieur’.   Around these parts, I am known as Herr Wibaut, although it would be altogether easier if you called me Pierre.”

   They shook hands, whereupon Sir James beckoned Bailey to his side.

   “May I present my wife,” he said proudly, and was a little taken aback when Wibaut merely glanced her over, like an item of furniture, evidently with only marginal interest or appreciation.   It was both a relief and a mild insult that this ‘Pierre’ showed no covetousness towards his beautiful Bailey.

   Just then came a sound of elegant footsteps, and into the lobby swept a vision of pulchritude so startling that Sir James had a momentary irrationality, convinced he was, in fact, dreaming.   The woman was tall, regally slender.   She had a face that seemed all angles – a vividly defined jaw line tapering to a precisely pointed, streamlined chin; impossibly high cheekbones; a nose just prominent enough to imply dignity, with a touch of passionate flare about the nostrils.   Her mouth was wide and sinuous, with just a hint of pout about the lower lip.   And above all this were the eyes: hooded ‘neath thick brows like a hawk’s wings, with lashes pronounced and delicate as a butterfly’s; they had a distinctly oriental caste; like seeming aloes, narrow, tapering, a vivid sea green, to match her sumptuously expensive turquoise gown.   Her hair – her hair was like fire, or so it seemed to Sir James.   A cascading froth of rich, deep copper, it seemed to emit its own inner light, as something molten.

   “This is Colette,” said Wibaut, almost apologetically, “Ma femme.”

   Sir James was so thunderstruck he could only gurgle a greeting, and as he did so he felt the wafting heat of Bailey’s jealousy as it seared the space between her and the newcomer.   An already delicate situation threatened to become intolerably complicated.

*
   Courteous to a fault, their hosts took them on a brief tour of the estate, which helped diffuse some of the tension.   Whilst a conventional farm supplied the residents, both free and unfree, with foodstuffs, the raison d’etre of Soeto Melke was wine.   Somehow, for all his travels, Emnett had never visited a vineyard before, and he took a detailed interest in its workings, not the least because it distracted him from the scintillating presence of Mrs (or should it be Madame?) Wibaut.   Bailey, by contrast, showed no such indulgence, and pouted rather embarrassingly throughout the proceedings.

   A meal ensued, fine food naturally lubricated with estate wine.   Bailey remained sullen and uncommunicative, drinking liberally and firing occasional savage looks towards the serene Colette, whose poise rather belied the fact she was a mere twenty-two years of age.   Despite this, Sir James could feel himself relaxing – Wibaut was engaging company, and his wife a decorative treat – sufficient that at length he felt confident enough to introduce business to the equation.

   “Pierre,” he began, use of the Christian name still a novelty, “I take it you are aware of the reason for our visit?”

   Wibaut gave a shrug that many would have termed Gallic.   His eyes twinkled mischievously.

   “I had hoped you were merely anxious to visit the finest vineyard in the Cape, but… yes, I know.   You have already inspected numerous farms in this region, all those whose owners have francophone names.   You believe our community may still have loyalties to France, am I correct?   Your government thinks we are a security risk.”

   Sir James nodded gravely.   “That’s about the size of it.   I am, however, very happy to be proved wrong.”

   Wibaut twirled his wineglass thoughtfully a moment.   Then he set it down, leaning forward so his elbows rested on the table.

   “I do not know if I can convince you, in so many words.   I can only tell you a story that is no doubt very familiar to you by now.   Both Colette and I are Huguenots – our great-grandparents fled the Catholic persecution in France, making their way to Holland.   Our grandparents came to the Cape with the VOC.   My father carved this estate out of the raw veldt; Colette’s parents still run a milliner’s in Cape Town.   When we were children we spoke French, and that is still our lingua franca, but we were also educated in Dutch, and are equally fluent in that as we are in Anglais.   When we learned that France had installed a puppet government in the Netherlands, we were truly frightened, for we knew more than anyone else what it might mean.   When your ships came, and not theirs, it was such a relief…”

   He reached across to take his wife’s hand, squeezing it gently.

   “If it means anything, Sir James, I give you my word – we have no loyalty to France, none.   We never have, we never will.”

   Sir James nodded.   He was quite convinced, as he had been with all the others.    Unfortunately, this answer only begged another question – if these people were not loyal to France, and if France and Holland were now allied, then to whom would they prove loyal?   It was a question that could not possibly be answered immediately, and it might involve them lingering more than a couple of days.   This was a far from disagreeable prospect.

   Meal concluded it came time for the guests to retire.   Goodnights were exchanged (somewhat stiffly in Bailey’s case) in the lobby, where Sir James was once again struck by the mounted trophies; staring glass-eyed and impassive from the walls.

   “A most impressive menagerie you have, Pierre.”

   Wibaut actually bowed a little.   “Merci.”

   “Indeed you must be quite the huntsman, to have accumulated such a collection.”

   Pierre then gave a little laugh, shaking his head.

   “Alas, no – this was all my father’s doing.   I think he found it a necessary release from the particular pressures of viniculture.   As for me, I have always found the life of the grape more than satisfying – the way of the gun is foreign to me.”

   Subconsciously, Sir James found his attention drawn by one particular mounted head.   A smallish antelope with impressive back-curving horns and a pale grey muzzle, it had piqued his interest upon arrival, and did so again.

   “Forgive me, Pierre – I believe I am familiar with most of the Cape’s animal species, but this specimen eludes me.   Would you happen to know what it is?”

   “Ah now, I am not surprised you do not recognise it, for that is a creature seldom seen these days.   The Dutch name for it is Blaauwbok.”

   Sir James gave a little cry of surprise and delight.   “But of course – the Blue Buck.   I have heard many tales, but I confess I was tempted to dismiss them as hearsay, especially regarding the colour.   Certainly this fellow does not seem at all blue.”

   “The colour tends to fade in death,” said Pierre sagely.   “But you may trust me on this, the animals are assuredly bleu.”

   Sir James looked at him with a dawning awe.

   “You have seen the beasts in life?”

   “But of course – they were still quite common around here, when I was a child.   The sight is not something one forgets.   They are extremely rare now, although I understand a relict population may still roam the woods above the estate – however, I cannot personally vouch for it.”

   “That is most interesting,” said Sir James quietly.   “Most interesting indeed.”

*

   Their bedroom was vast, its centrepiece a massively ornate bed upon which Bailey reclined in a more than fetching lace-trimmed shift, her expression coquettish and vaguely predatory.   She watched Sir James intently as he changed into his nightshirt.

   “Well, that was all rather pleasant, was it not?” he said, a tad nervously.   “A most agreeable couple, I think, though obviously they require further investigation.”

  Bailey snickered.   “And just how much ‘investigation’ would you be planning, Darling?”

   Her northern drawl seemed more pronounced than usual, and it occurred to Sir James that his wife had imbibed considerably more wine than himself.

   “I’m not sure I follow, my dear.”

   “Well I mean, might this prove a very long enquiry, if it involves spending more time in the company of dear Colette?  She of the perfect cheeks and the luminous eyes, hm?”

   Sir James was affronted, though whether by his wife’s envious candour, or the possibility she might be right, he wasn’t sure.   Rather huffily he hauled himself up and onto the bed beside her.

   “Really, Darling – you’re being ridiculous.”

   She shrugged.   “It doesn’t matter.  To be honest, I’m quite pleased to see you taking an interest…”

   He was about to ask what she meant, when she brazenly reached across and put her hand on his thigh.   Slowly and deliberately, she began to slide up the front of his nightshirt.

   “Bailey, just what do you think you’re up to?”

   She ignored him, since it was self-evident.   With studied care, she exposed his penis, which was already stirring a little.   Sir James could feel his pulse quicken.

   “I just want to say hello to my little friend,” she purred.   “Been so long since he’s visited me.”

   She began to stroke him, very gently.   He gasped a little as he felt the flood of engorging sensation flow to the spot.

   “Really, Darling, I don’t think this is the time or the place…”

   “Why ever not?   We’re all alone, this is a lovely room; and that beautiful woman must’ve got you so excited…”

   He was semi-erect now, his manhood rolling over, inclining towards his hip.

   “Darling, honestly,” he stammered, “Mme Wibaut means nothing to me.”

   “I know,” she smiled, a sinuous smile that made her cheeks swell adorably, “But you still want her.   And I want the benefit of it.”

   And she leaned forward, descending rapidly to kiss his penis.   He flinched as if bitten.

   “Bailey, please!   Will you stop that?”

   She reared up, staring at him, and through her inebriation there was genuine confusion.

   “But I - I thought you liked it…”

   “Perhaps once, back when we were courting, and didn’t know any better.   But for God’s sake, Bailey, you’re a wife now – you’re my wife.   Those harlot tricks you might have picked up back in Lancashire are scarcely called for now.”

   For a moment she fixed him with such a look it made his heart quail.   A smouldering, unrestrained look that melded desire, hunger and resentment: there was something ineluctably female about it, and it terrified him.   Then she turned from him, drilling herself under the covers with as much flouncing as she could.

   “I swear, I don’t what’s gotten into you these days, James Emnett,” she muttered.  “Seems like ever since our monarch tapped you on the shoulder, you’ve been turning into a total bloody ponce.”

   Sir James made no rejoinder.   Instead he sat there awhile, gazing into the candlelight, while his wife sullenly feigned sleep beside him.  He thought about Bailey’s words, so typically direct and stinging: he was forced to wonder if maybe she had a point.

*

   He had gone to sleep sour, and he awoke in a similar frame of mind.   It did not help that his wife had evidently not forgiven him for last night’s fiasco – Bailey protested a headache (which, when he recalled her excesses, seemed a not unreasonable excuse), and refused to leave the bed.   Thus he dressed and descended to breakfast alone.  

   If their hosts were either amused or embarrassed by Bailey’s predicament they did not show it – indeed, Madame Wibaut manifested an altogether charming concern, promising that his wife would be well catered for, once she felt fit enough to stir.   In the meantime, Pierre proposed another walk around the estate, and Sir James accepted with alacrity.   Said alacrity was a trifle dimmed when he learned that Colette would not be accompanying on this occasion, as she had domestic matters to attend.   This slight disappointment was soon overcome, however – the combination of a fine breakfast, fresh air, the gorgeous surroundings and Pierre’s unsuppressed gusto acted like a tonic on Sir James’s mood, such that he all but forgot any lingering unpleasantness from the previous evening.

*

   Bailey Emnett, by contrast, was in no position to forget.   Last night was a persistent, drumming throb behind her eyeballs, hammering her ever deeper into the middle of the bed, where she lay curled like an abandoned fawn.   Indeed, such was the intensity of her ailment that she could at first distinguish between it and a light but persistent knocking upon the bedroom.   Surfacing from beneath the blankets, she managed to croak out permission to enter.

   She had been expecting one of the innumerable dusky maids; so imagine her shock when Colette Wibaut herself swept in, decked in a vibrant blue gown, deftly carrying a silver tray containing a cup and victuals.   Sitting up in stark surprise, Bailey was yet again crushed by her physical inadequacy, set against this paragon of pulchritude.

   “Café et brioche,” Colette announced pleasantly, setting the tray at her bedside, “The best French medicine for your particular malady.”

   Bailey’s chin dropped to her chest.   “I suppose I should apologise: I’ve made rather a spectacle of myself.   Truth is, I’m not really used to intoxicants.”

   “Pfft, think nothing of it,” Colette countered blithely.   “We are vintners – excessive consumption is one of the highest compliments you can pay us.   In any case, as you barely spoke all evening, how can you have embarrassed yourself?”

   She drifted to the window, hauling back the shutters.   Bailey blinked against the dagger-like suddenness of daylight.   Colette clapped her hands, like a governess.

   “Come now, it will do you no good lying here all day.   I am afraid Pierre has already determined to bore your husband with another tour of the estate, which means you and I are left to our own devices.   Drink your coffee, eat your brioche, and when you are restored, come find me – we shall see what amusements can be forged.”

   And with that she left the room, leaving behind her a vague eddy of perfume, an echo of elegance.   Bailey slumped back down to the pillow, thinking of the bad blood that had passed between her and James – there could be nothing done about it until lunchtime, at least.   Then another thought came upon her, full force: she had just been brought breakfast in her bed, not by a servant, but by the Lady of the House herself.   It really was the most extraordinary gesture, especially in light of her surliness.   She roused herself again, shaking her head to clear it, before purposefully reaching towards the tray.

*

   During his second, highly detailed tour of the estate, Sir James was forced into two mutually exclusive conclusions: first, that Pierre Wibaut was far and away the most agreeable companion he had ever met; second, that his own interest in viniculture had an absolute limit.   Presented with an umpteenth string of vines for his inspection, he found his gaze being drawn by the distant azure fringe of hills, and the mysterious forests that garlanded them.   A wilderness so close, he felt he could reach out and touch it…

   “And it occurs to me, Monsieur, that I have a more attentive audience from the grapes than your good self.”

   Sir James harrumphed, flushing a little.   “My apologies, Pierre – I fear my mind was elsewhere.”

  “Ah, you are too polite – I know I am a crashing bore when it comes to my business.   You should simply tell me to shut up.”

   “Not at all, my friend – you are devoted to your work, and that’s as it should be.   No, I was merely thinking of what you said last night, about the Blue Buck.   If they do survive, up there, what tremendous sport it would be to go and hunt them!”

   Pierre regarded him steadily a moment, as if weighing up whether Sir James could be trusted with a deep secret.

   “Follow me,” he beckoned, turning sharp on his heel and making his way directly toward the house.

*

   Though she took immense care with her toilet, when Bailey presented herself to Madame Wibaut she still felt like some dowdy washerwoman by comparison to the Lady of the Manor.   Colette’s feminine intuition was sharp enough to pick up on this.

   “I was thinking of following Pierre’s example, and proposing another walk around the Estate,” she sighed, “But I fear the both of us would quickly become bored beyond reason.”   She gave Bailey a sly little look.   “Perhaps we should do something rather different.”

   And with that, she took Bailey’s hand, leading her deeper into the house, to a private boudoir coolly decorated in panels of white and sky.   It contained a massive garderobe that took up an entire wall, a dresser and chairs, and also a small yet ornate bed which greatly intrigued Bailey, but from which she refrained comment.

   “This is my inner sanctum,” said Colette, conspiratorially.   “Where I come when I require solitude.   It is also the place of my greatest vice.”

   She threw back the screen of the garderobe, and Bailey actually let out a small gasp.   There hung, in carefully serried order, dozens and dozens of gowns, which even a mere glance confirmed as being of the most exquisite, expensive quality.   Like a moth presented with fire, Bailey was unable to stop herself stepping forward, running wondrous fingers over ruffles of the finest lace and silk and taffeta.   Colette looked on, her expression blending pride and a certain shamefulness.

   “I am afraid, when Pierre told you we Huguenots had severed all connections with France, he was being a little disingenuous,” she said.   “Certain traditions, certain indulgences have been rigorously maintained.   In my case it is a fondness for high fashion – I am fortunate to have a husband that appreciates my being decorative in all circumstances.”

   Bailey drew forth a dress of material so soft and sheer it was like rainwater to the touch.   The colour was a blue so deep and dark it was almost black: the colour of a fresh bruise, of the night sky; trimmed in complex webs of gossamer thin, black lace.   She held it against herself, feeling a girlish excitement rise inside her.

   “You like that one?” Colette’s smile was indulgent.   “Try it on.”

   Bailey whirled in shock.   “Really?   May I?”

   “But of course.   You might find it a trifle long, but otherwise…”

   Quite forgetting herself, Bailey all but tore off her own dress, which essayed the reliable frumpiness of the English tailor.   So intent was she upon this that it was not until she was reduced to chemise and petticoats that it occurred to her she had just completely disrobed in front of her hostess.   Blushing hotly, she then rushed to insert herself into the wonder gown, whereupon her embarrassment was compounded as Colette came over to assist her, shuffling the fabric into place, hooking the stays that were beyond Bailey’s reach.   It was just the same as when she’d brought breakfast earlier – as if she were a common chambermaid.

   But all doubts and improprieties fled Bailey’s mind the moment she set eyes upon her own reflection in the dresser’s vast mirror.   Cut for Colette’s vertiginous slenderness, the dress clung to Bailey’s shorter, fuller curves in a flattering, near-provocative manner.   It was indeed far too long, but nothing careful pinning could not disguise.   Bailey stared, scarce able to believe that voluptuous peacock in the mirror was her.   Colette moved behind her, and together they evaluated the reflected glory.

   “Well, Madame, what do you think?”

   “It’s wonderful,” Bailey breathed.   She felt overawed: moved as she had been the day James Emnett proposed to her, nervous as she had been on her wedding day.   It was a ridiculous feeling, but it was there nonetheless.

   “It is yours,” said Colette casually, and as she did so, she inclined her head to place a light pecking kiss high upon Bailey’s cheek.   “I may have few skills, but I am an accomplished seamstress – I shall fix that hem in a trice.   You could wear it for dinner tonight.”

   And Bailey went on staring into that mirror, feeling like any moment she was either going to faint or burst into stupid, childish tears; that kiss, so tenuous and insubstantial, fizzing like a firebrand upon her cheek.

*

   Pierre led Sir James into a cosy study annexed from the lobby.   It was not exactly hidden, but its placement was such that there was more than a hint of discretion – any visitor, no matter how lost or determinedly snooping, would be hard pressed to stumble upon it.

   “Welcome to my inner sanctum,” said Pierre, with that characteristic, slightly dismissive waft of the hand.   “This is where I come to wrestle the day-to-day demons of business.”

   A single window gave a striking view of the vineyards surging away in all directions.   Of furniture there was very little: a large desk strewn with paperwork; a couple of chairs; a bureau; a strongbox; a sturdy cabinet.   It was to the latter that Pierre crossed, having first extracted a key from the bureau.   Opening the cabinet, he extracted a long, thin object wrapped carefully swathed in burlap.   After clearing a space on the desk, he set it down as tenderly as a babe, and unwrapped it.

   “This is a fusil de Tulle,” he announced, “The finest weapon ever to be manufactured in my native country.   It is almost a century old.”

   He lifted the slender matchlock, solemnly presenting it to Sir James.

   “My father swore by this gun, and his father before that.   If you intend to hunt such rare quarry as the Blaauwbok, then it is only fitting you use a rare weapon to bring it down.”

   Sir James was momentarily speechless, awed by this gesture.   Taking the Tulle, he was charmed by its elegant lines; its precise, comfortable weight; the practical artistry of its mechanism.   Above all, he was touched by the history behind it: a whole Huguenot saga, literalised in a single, beautifully preserved antique.

   “Thank you,” he said at last, knowing as he did that those two words were pitifully inadequate.

*

   The dress did not make quite the impact Bailey had hoped.   When she presented – or rather flaunted – herself before her husband, he seemed to barely acknowledge anything different about her.   This lack of response was slightly mollified by Pierre’s lavish compliments when they sat down for dinner, but Bailey’s self-assurance had been jolted, and his flattery made little impression.   Her anxiety was strangely compounded by Madame Wibaut herself - it was all bound up in the wearing of Colette’s dress, in Colette’s presence.   It betokened the strange intimacies that they had shared in both morning and afternoon, and made Bailey deeply uncomfortable: she found it impossible to directly meet Colette’s eyes.   Nervously she began once again to over-indulge in Pierre’s produce – something Sir James certainly did notice, barely concealing his disgust.

   It did not help Bailey’s cause that the meal was crashing bore – Sir James kept up an infernal interrogation of Pierre regarding the Blue Buck, draining his host of all possible memories, knowledge and outright speculation regarding the creature.   When this fund was exhausted he pressed straight on to the saga of some sort of gun that Pierre had once possessed, or perhaps still did – the details became progressively fuzzy.   Through all this Colette maintained a cool detachment, rarely intruding on the conversation, except to nudge Pierre into refilling glasses – Bailey’s especially.

   Eventually the men acceded to the traditions of their sex and repaired to another room for brandy and cigars – Bailey was given to understand that they were planning some sort of bizarre hunting expedition.   She also understood that she was thoroughly miserable, and also somewhat intoxicated.   Again.   In the heavy silence of the dining room she finally caught Colette’s eye.   Her hostess smiled warmly: Bailey tried to return the compliment, but could produce only a hiccup.

   “You are a foul temptress, Madame Wibaut,” she drawled, half seriously.   “You have again seduced me to the dark pleasures of the grape.”

   Colette threw back her head and laughed gaily.   “Do you English not have a saying, something about ‘hair of the wolf’?”

   “Dog,” Bailey blurted.   “It’s ‘hair of the dog’ – and I seem to have consumed an entire bloody pelt.   The only thing left for me to do is thank you for my ruin, and retire to bed.”

   She stood up, a little too smartly, and momentarily swooned.   Suddenly Colette was at her side, a steadying arm about her waist.   Resigned to the fact she was making an utter fool of herself, Bailey allowed her hostess to walk her like an invalid to the bedroom.

   “I am so tipsy,” she chortled, reeling around in a heroically unsuccessful attempt to undress.  “Sir James will be so very, very cross: he doesn’t like it when Bailey is a bad girl.”   Abandoning her efforts, she collapsed onto the bed, her dress crumpled about her like so much jetsam.   And again Colette played the servant, easing off her shoes, gently pulling her up and methodically beginning to unfasten the dress.   Bailey sat there helplessly, giggling with the absurdity of it all.

   “Actually,” she blurted, “James doesn’t like it much when I’m a good girl, either.   Tell the truth, I don’t know what he likes any more – doesn’t seem to be me.”

   “Maybe,” said Colette with a smile, hauling the dress from her body, “You should consider having une affaire.”

   This set Bailey off into a fresh torrent of giggles, and by the time it abated, she had been reduced to her undergarments.   She flopped back down onto the bed. 

   “Well,” she said, “If your Pierre was to try and take advantage of me here and now, I should be quite helpless to resist.”

   “Trust me,” replied Colette evenly, “That is not going to happen.”

   “Oh, that’s right,” Bailey sighed theatrically, “I forgot.   He already has the most beautiful woman in the world.   You must be getting it morning, noon and night.”

   Colette shook her head.   “He does not touch me,” she said simply.

   Something in her voice, some strange glint in her green eyes, penetrated Bailey’s giddiness.   Slowly she drew herself back up.

   “You have seen my boudoir,” Colette continued softly, her eyes downcast.   “You could hardly fail to have seen the bed, though you were polite enough not to pass comment.   That is indeed my bed, sufficient for one – Pierre does not visit.”

   Bailey could not trust herself to make any reply.   Her head throbbed dully, but her senses seemed preternaturally keen.   Colette seemed to take her silence as confessional encouragement.

   “You must not think he does not love me – he does, in his way.   Indeed I think he loves all women, but simply as things of beauty, like flowers or bright-winged birds.   I am a decorative accoutrement, looking good about the house, or on his arm, but he has no desire for me at all.”

   Bailey reached out tentatively, took Colette’s hand and gently drew her down beside her.

   “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, and gathered the young woman into her arms, for it was all she could think of to do.   She held Colette a while, gently rocking her like a child, until it started to seem like impropriety.   When the embrace sundered, Colette looked straight at her, and something in those catlike eyes held her rigid and hypnotised.

   And then Colette kissed her.   And this time ‘twas no fleeting peck: full upon the lips; a kiss of passion, almost of aggression; soft yet forceful; a hint of tongue protruding, thrusting forward.   It lasted several seconds, and Bailey was frozen, numb; unable to believe this was happening, unable to respond in any way.   When Colette at last drew back, Bailey exhaled violently, but was otherwise immobile.   

   “If you are ever lonely,” said Colette, tenderly, “You know where to find me.”

   And with that, she left the room.   Bailey sat like a statue for some time, until the resonance of that kiss slowly began to fade.   Then she threw herself into the bedclothes, knowing even as she did so that slumber would be an utter impossibility.

*

   She was still pretending to be asleep when Sir James finally came to bed.   He made no attempt to disturb her, but something in the way he undressed, in the way he prowled about, in the way he ultimately plunged beside her, suggested an irritation unlikely to dissipate with the morning.   She held herself still, eyes closed, breathing steady - until after a few sulky jiffles he began to settle, his respiration deepening into snores.

   How long she waited, she could not tell.   Where lingering intoxication and a strange, new ardour gave her courage, the weights of convention and of risk kept her still and afraid.  Every time she set to move, her husband would give some twitch, or emit some unaccustomed sound, that held her back.   When at last she slipped from the bed, it felt like the first step onto some monstrous mountain peak.   Safely exiting the bedroom, she padded the great house, afraid of the shadows; feeling that perhaps she had somehow become one herself.   

   Her knock upon Colette’s door was so feather soft it was all but inaudible – and yet the door opened almost immediately.   A fluttering night candle illuminated the boudoir, but not Colette’s beauty – that seemed to emit its own light, as she stood there, swathed in a satin shift.

   “I wasn’t sure you’d come,” she murmured.

   “I don’t know why I did,” replied Bailey, honestly.

   Colette beckoned her inside, closed the door.   Candlelight softened the room’s brightness, turning it cream and grey.   They stood regarding each other for several awkward moments.

   “You said,” Bailey at last spoke up, “You said I should consider an affair.   Did you mean, with you?”

   Colette nodded gravely.   “Does the idea disgust you?”

   “I…” Bailey hesitated.   “No, but – is such a thing even possible?”

   “Would you like to find out?”  

   A hint of the old cool smile, but there was a hunger burning in those green eyes; and Bailey found herself responding to that, her chest suddenly tight, her pulse quickening.   She took a step forward, raising her chin a little to brush her lips against Colette’s, a cautious exploratory gesture.   Colette encircled her with long, slender arms, drawing Bailey close so their bodies pressed softly, a strange, illicit thrill through fabric.   Colette stroked Bailey’s hair, stirring its thick darkness, studying her face at close range – Bailey had never known such a gaze; it seemed to flood her with verdant light, illuminating all her secret selves.   She touched her fingers to Colette’s cheek, aware as she did so that she was trembling.

   “You’re so beautiful,” she whispered.   “I don’t know if I can stand it.”

    Colette’s second kiss started soft, bowing her lips a little so that Bailey felt the fullness of it, so different from James’s tight-lipped dabs.   The novelty of kissing a woman, of holding a woman close – Bailey knew she should be disturbed, but at worst she felt a touch unreal, still slightly dizzied from wine.   Regardless, her pulse was rising, a warm blush creeping across the base of her throat.   The kiss lingered, becoming deeper, sticky and moist.   Bailey gave a little subconscious gasp as Colette’s lips blossomed open, forcing her to follow suit.   Colette’s tongue probed gently into her mouth, a true French kiss, bringing a sudden wet sweetness; it drove all else from Bailey’s perception, save the thudding of her heart and the white-hot pulse within her.   Breathing frantically through her nose, she held Colette’s tongue with her lips and touched with her own, tasting it, savouring that quivering, yielding invasion.   They held the kiss until it felt as though their lips might chap, until their tongues ached and could hardly breathe.   And when they broke, Bailey knew for certain that the affair was not only possible, it was inevitable.   Colette’s eyes shone at her with pure green desire, and she felt the blush spreading out across her whole body, making her tingly, making her ache.

   “I want to say something French and romantic,” Colette breathed, a tad sorrowfully, “But the words do not translate.”

   “Then just say what’s on your mind,” replied Bailey, and her own voice seemed strange to her, like a little girl’s.   Like a little girl who, long ago, had fallen in love with her teacher, never dreaming one day that love might sag into boredom and frustration; might be overridden by something new, and raw, and irresistible.

   Colette smiled, actually a little shyly.   “I should very much like to fuck you, Bailey Emnett.”

   That did it: Bailey felt a little shock deep in her abdomen, a lick of flame between her thighs.   It was the least romantic, most adorable thing ever spoken to her.   She pulled away from Colette, drew her shift up over her head in one sweeping, defining movement.   Somehow, being naked seemed to equalise them – the fullness of Bailey’s curves, so typically British, was her one advantage over Colette’s slender magnificence.   The green eyes roamed her body appreciatively, and her skin seemed to prickle under that gaze, like sunburn.   Her pertly annular breasts felt swollen, their nipples already taut, flushed a delicate cherry; beneath her belly a slow oozing sensation, like syrup melting from a ladle.   Colette reached out, tracing a pattern on her broad hip like a signature – even this simple touch made Bailey start with its intensity.   She shrank back a little, not so much ashamed of her arousal as afraid of it.   Then she gathered herself, padding over to Colette’s dainty bed, laying herself down upon it like a sacrifice.   Those hungry eyes tracked her, and could not fail to notice a glistening of scarlet amidst the black thicket of Bailey’s pudenda.

   With a harpist’s grace Colette slipped the bows securing her intricate chemise, and it whispered to the floor like morning mist.   She stood a moment, fussing back her long cinnamon locks, and Bailey understood she was displaying herself, demonstrating what Pierre had somehow done without, what James could only picture in fevered imagining.   Yet here, for her, was the reality: the narrowness of Colette, that hint of bone about her shoulders and hips; the long thin arms and even longer legs, somehow birdlike in their delicacy; the soft swell of her breasts, with their high-set nipples roseate and budding.   At the apex of her elegant thighs a riot of stiff curls, ebony tinged with gold, barely masking a hint of moistening lips.   She crossed – glided, it seemed to Bailey – over to the bed, joining her side.   Again Bailey felt her nerve falter a little, decorum and desire battling within.

   “I don’t know how to do this,” she confessed.   “I mean, with a woman.   I’ve never even thought…”

   “Hush Cherie,” Colette soothed.   “I am inexperienced also – I have my ideas, my dreams, but no practical experience.   We shall learn together, non?”

   There was an awkward moment as Colette drew herself on top of Bailey, a reminder of her wedding night that the latter suppressed.   But once the manoeuvre was accomplished, the difference was thrillingly novel: no jutting, intimidating appendage, no crushing mass of masculine solidity.   Instead Colette’s press was soft, almost feather light: the pressure points new and strange, breast-to-breast, navel-to-navel, pelvis-to-pelvis.   She fancied she could feel the crackle of their pubic delta brushing, and her fear abated in a surge of carnal excitement.   It seemed so long since she had known this, the thrill of skin upon skin, of bodies abrading in friction and heat and perspiration.   As Colette rubbed against her, lithe and flexing as a cat, she no longer much cared that her bed mate was female, was all but a stranger to her – ‘twas only the passion mattered.   She ran her fingers through rich strands of deep copper hair, frantically kissed those ripe slender lips, keening and sighing as she surrendered to the pleasure consuming her.

   Yet after what seemed but a few fleeting moments of this, Colette allowed herself to slip sideways from Bailey’s body.   Misunderstanding, the latter gave a little sob of frustration, but Colette immediately leaned across, kissing her ferociously for reassurance.   A hand stroked her breast, whisperingly, making her shiver, tautening the nipple to electric tumescence.   The fingertips continued down her flank, a slash of sensation like a shooting star: they curved in across her hip, over her belly, before descending sharply into soft wiry ringlets, to linger upon her mons veneris    Bailey’s body bucked upward in involuntary encouragement; she let her thighs part in brazen invitation, advertising her need.   One elegantly manicured finger stroked the raw red silk of her inner labia, already dilated and distended.   She was so wet she barely felt it, yet still she quivered uncontrollably, a guttural moan escaping her.   Looking up into Colette’s eyes she was all but pleading – Colette smiled sweetly, kissed her again, and drove the finger slow and deep into her vagina.   A spasm of silvery sensuality took Bailey, as if all her muscles contracted at once: she all but shrieked as she tore her lips from Colette’s.   The finger withdrew, slow and measured, and she flexed again, the tension flooding out in a long, low exhalation.

   “You like that?” Colette whispered.

   “God, yes,” Bailey panted.

   “You want more?”

   Bailey nodded frantically, eager as a child.   Colette smiled, kissed her softly, then slowly penetrated her again, this time with two fingers, middle and ring conjoined.   Bailey gave a long juddering cry as her inner self pulsed in rippling delight, drawing the invaders deeper, relishing the subtle balance of fluidity and friction; the pliant hydraulics of feminine lust.   With each thrust of Colette’s fingers (and every one involved some subtle nuance of angle, speed and intensity) she felt her excitement build exponentially, beyond anything she had known with James, even at the height of their passion; beyond anything she’d ever imagined.   It was perfect, uncontrollable, and not a little frightening: it was making her moan and gasp and quiver all over.

   “Colette,” she pleaded, “It’s too much.   Oh God, it’s too much…”

   She tried to struggle, but Colette held her fast – was there hidden strength in that lithe frame, or was her protest mere window-dressing?   Looking up into those sweet green eyes she saw a steely, determined passion – Colette meant to take her, just as James had once done, and in an even more profound manner.

   “Relax, Cherie,” she soothed.   “Do not fight it – do not deny yourself the ultimate joy…”

   Three fingers now, the thrusting hard, staccato, even a little brutal – Bailey felt herself stretched, her tender depths pummelled; there was pain mixed in with pleasure and no clear delineation between them.   Her body wracked in time to the piston working of Colette’s forearm, the quivering intensifying, filling her every fibre, turning her very extremities to harp strings in helpless resonance.   It was unbearable, and yet she wanted more.

   “Oh my God,” she cried suddenly, harshly, as her body opened ever further to that relentlessly shrieking chorus of digits, “Oh, Jesus, oh Jesus Christ…”

   The blasphemies spewed from her mouth, uncontrollably, an attempted release from the pressure that built and built within her and would not be denied.   Worse would come, if there were no release – older crudities, passed on in a rain swept Lancashire playground, a world and a lifetime away.

   “That’s it,” Colette’s voice was now a guttural, commanding growl.  “Let it go, my darling – no need to hold back, nobody can hear.”

   “Sweet Jesus, my cunt!” Bailey shrieked at last, as something like an explosion erupted from her loins, filling her whole being with roiling fire.   “It’s burning, it’s… oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,” a rolling fusillade of vituperative volatility, erupting and releasing.   It seemed like it nearly killed her, nearly popped her thundering heart into shrapnel and boiled her lifeblood to vapour.   Perhaps she did indeed lose consciousness for a moment, but it was only because her mind could not fully countenance anything so intense.   In the immediate aftermath she was shivering like one fished from a cold sea, her groin ached savagely, and she could barely breathe.   She had never been so completely, deliriously happy.   She seemed to fall into Colette’s embrace as easily as an infant in its mother’s arms.

   “I never…” she snuffled, fighting back blissful tears as her cheek rested on the gentle swell of Colette’s bosom.   “I mean, I don’t – I don’t understand what just happened…”

   “It’s all right, Cherie,” Colette hushed, stroking her dark, sweat-dampened hair.   “We call it le petit mort – it is something all women are capable of, yet few men know how to bring it about.”

   Bailey raised her head, watching in glazed fascination as Colette held her three glossy fingers before her own face, as if studying them.   Bailey caught a heady, somewhat saline scent, and realised with a curious blend of revulsion and pride that this odour was hers.   She gasped as Colette, with daintily ladylike motions, slowly and carefully licked her fingers clean – unsure whether to be disgusted or aroused, Bailey settled for a little of both.

   “I always wondered how it might taste,” Colette mused aloud.   “Sometimes I have thought of tasting myself, but I have never quite had the courage.”

   Looking on, Bailey was aware of a notion stealing in from the back of her mind – a private memory given a sudden strange new twist.   She tried to push it away, for it offended almost all her sensibilities, but the one it did not offend was the only one that mattered: the one that set new colour flooding into her face and bosom; that brought forth a soft purring sensation from between her thighs.

   “Does it…” she breathed, “Does it taste nice?”

   “Oui,” Colette smacked her lips a little, like a connoisseur.   “Very nice.”

   Bailey moved quickly, with decisiveness as unexpected as it was abrupt.   She rolled up and over, using her weight, pinning the slender body beneath her.   Colette looked up at her, giggling a little uncertainly, and Bailey stared deep into the green depths of her eyes.   She was excited and appalled by what she was about to do, but excitement was winning out.   Something she had once done for James, back when she was as much his lover as his spouse, before ennui and morality had overcome their passion – something that might be applied here, in this forbidden tryst.

   She kissed Colette quickly, fiercely upon the mouth, before shuffling down a little and applying her lips to Colette’s nipples.   She sucked lightly upon each carmine bud, making them stiffen, eliciting soft gasps.   Bailey descended further, lips grazing the diamond-shaped crevice of Colette’s navel – she felt Colette shiver slightly, and wondered if her lover had read her intentions: was it a shiver of anticipation, or of fear?   Bailey hesitated, put out her tongue and tickled the navel with soft, swirling licks – Colette moaned, her fingers clutching Bailey’s hair ambivalently, neither encouraging nor pushing away.   Bailey summoned her courage, a profoundly illicit thrill sparking through her as she darted down abruptly, placing her face between those long, pale thighs.   Stiff brittle curls tickled her mouth; she breathed a clean, earthy aroma that seemed to analogue her own – similar, yet subtly different.   She kissed cautiously; probing with the tip of her tongue, until the hairs suddenly gave way to warm, wet softness.   A flavour sweet as caramel, but with the headiness of wine flooded into her, a sudden torrent – Colette’s whole body tensed, arching upward.

   “Mon Dieu,” she cried, her eyelashes fluttering, her mouth a tight circle of passion.   Bailey rode the initial spasm, her tongue dabbing, exploring; divining by taste and by touch the geography of Colette’s secret seat of pleasure.   She planed the silky, sodden ridges of engorged labia, lapped the taut, elusive bud of the clitoris; plunged deep into the soft yielding depths of the inner vagina.   The taste was addictive – she could not get enough.   Colette’s body surged against her like a tide, tensing as it drew her in, relaxing as it softly nudged her away.   In time with this gentle, slowly building rhythm came sounds from Colette – low, animalistic purrs and growls.   Bailey pressed on, snatching breaths like a swimmer, gorging herself on ethereal nectar, trying to read from her lover’s ebb and flow and the steady building of her cries when the transcendent moment - that ‘little death’ – was at hand.

   All at once Colette began to quiver, an unconscious, uncontrollable vibration, a profound fluttering in her tummy, her thighs, her pelvis.   Her clutching fingers pulled Bailey deeper: her whole being seemed to strain upward.

   “Oh, Baillee,” she panted, in sudden onrushing crisis, “Oh, Je t’aime, Je t’aime…”

   Colette flexed, a whiplash series of motions sounding through that slender frame, with such force Bailey momentarily feared something might break.   She herself rode out the spasm, continuing to feast, though her lips were now numbed and her tongue aching; she did not stop until the tide had receded completely, until Colette lay limp, pliant and spent.   Then Bailey reversed her previous odyssey, kissing Colette’s belly, her abdomen, her breasts, her throat – their mouths reunited in a clumsy, sloppy kiss, bursting with honeydew.

   “There,” Bailey breathed, “Now you have tasted yourself, Madame.”

   They giggled, falling into an easy, loose-limbed embrace, side-by-side.   Laying there awhile, they drank in each other’s beauty, lightly stroking arms and legs, flanks and shoulders; each unable to quite take in the beauty of the other, the power of the intimacy they had unleashed.

   At length, Bailey could feel the gravity of weariness stealing upon her, adrenaline dissipating in a nervous chill of tension.   She had risked so much to come here, and the longer she tarried, the more that risk was compounded.

   “I have to get back,” she whispered urgently.   “If James awakens, if he realises I’ve gone…”

   She made a sudden move to leave the bed, but Colette clutched at her, green eyes pleading.

   “Non, ma Cherie – stay, I beg you.   Stay until dawn…”

   Bailey stared at her, trying to reconcile her feelings.   Every fibre yearned to linger, to make sleepy love one more time, then drift away in this woman’s arms.   The intensity of longing terrified Bailey – ‘twas unlike anything she had known before.   Sooner or later, it occurred to her, she might risk even more – might risk everything – for Colette.   But not yet: for now, she was still a wife, an English wife; and that obligation was implacable.   A little panicked now, she kissed Colette fleetingly, and dragged herself free of the embrace.   As she snatched up her nightgown, Colette’s low voice arrested her.

   “Baillee,” she said, “When I cried out just now, it was not just the passion talking – I really do love you.   I have loved you from the moment we first met.”

   The pronouncement seared Bailey, a brand upon her heart.   Awkwardly, she pulled on her gown.

   “I have to go,” she replied tersely, slipping from the room, without a backward glance.

*

