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CHAPTER ONE: SCIENCE COMES TO HENSHAWE HALL
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“Did I hear Sir Jeffrey say he’s got one of these young Darwinian fellows down from London to have a look over his dove-cote?”

Lady Penrose sounded bored with life. She always sounded bored with life. Lady Penrose spoke with such languor it was hard for Emily to summon up the energy to answer.

“Yes. I’m afraid so. I fear we’re in for a Royal College lecture over dinner this evening.”

Emily hoped that her ennui came across as polite and as shallow as her companions’ round the tea table. The fashionable lady’s boredom with country life. The lack of a glittering social milieu. 

“What a bore!” added Mrs Smith.

Emily smiled:

“Yes. I’m afraid we’re in for an earful of Evolution. Survival of the fittest and all that hocus pocus.”

She prayed fervently that she didn’t sound as bored as she felt. People might start thinking. She would never openly admit that she was discontented with her husband. It was twelve years now since she’d married Sir Jeffrey Henshawe and she’d never once breathed a word of regret. What well-bred woman admits that the lack of sexual congress with a noble and honest husband distresses her? What cultivated wife dares suggest that five years is a long time to have done without the joys of the marriage bed? Especially when that cultivated wife is about to turn thirty!

“One of these young Darwinian fellows?” said Mrs Smith.

Viscountess de Vaughan puckered up her pretty face.

“The Origin Of Species! How horrid!”

Emily sighed. If truth be told, even when they were first married, her husband had never placed much importance in the joys of the marriage bed, and now that her looks were fading...

... Fading..?

... A glance in the gilt-framed mirror above the mantlepiece...

... High, chiseled cheekbones of a luminously aristocratic aspect. A retroussé nose the epitome of refinement. High color in her cheeks. Her mouth still plump and dewy. Her dark eyes as lustrous as they were when she was eighteen. The black mane of artfully tangled hair... last night she’d discovered a silver thread among the black! A single wisp of silver, but the shock had sent her calling for her maid to scour every hair on her head and Mary had plucked out another three!

“Is the vicar dining with us too?” asked Lady Penrose. “I can’t stand these tedious Darwinian debates.”

“I’m afraid he is,” said Emily. “It’ll be the Six Days of Creation versus however many millions of years the Apes took to Evolve.”

Viscountess de Vaughan pouted. The viscountess was young and pretty. She had no right to look quite so sour:

“One almost wishes Sir Jeffrey weren’t quite such an ornithologist, Emily!”

Emily felt herself blush crimson. Viscountess de Vaughan had a sharp nose for sniffing out one’s intimate difficulties. Ornithology? Emily’s face burned. She prayed that none of her guests would put two and two together and guess that Sir Jeffrey was more interested in breeding birds than he was in breeding with her. The fact that after twelve years of marriage they were still childless was politely overlooked and treated as a ‘medical condition.’

“God knows what Sir Jeffrey gets out of such a hobbyhorse,” said Lady Penrose. “Reshaping beaks and changing feather colours. It hardly seems a pursuit for a gentleman!”

Emily squirmed. Her husband’s passion for breeding pigeons had reached, in his mid thirties, the status of a grand obsession. Sir Jeffrey was a good man. He was kind, generous, of a noble family and distinguished features, a fine specimen of a man in every way. She loved him dearly. She’d done her best to keep their flagging intimacy alive, even to the point of some attempted seductions of her husband that made her blush in the remembrance. But the country gentleman’s interest in livestock had become, in Sir Jeffrey’s case, a monomania for breeding pigeons.

Their estate was home to three and a half thousand birds. Henshawe Hall’s dovecote was the largest and best stocked in the whole of England. Her husband’s Victoria Crowned pigeons swept the board at the county fair. His prize homing pigeon, Methuselah, had won the Calais to Winchester Race three years running. It was Sir Jeffrey’s success in cross-breeding pigeons that had caught the interest of the author of ‘The Origin Of Species’ and brought Mister Darwin’s acolyte, ‘young Mister Jonathon Gilbey’, down to Henshawe Hall.

“I mean, ornithology’s all very well,” said the Viscountess. The young woman was loathe to let go of a subject once she’d drawn blood. “But bringing these ghastly Darwin people among us!”

“... Yes... well...” said Emily. “... You know what men are like when it comes to livestock... and... erm... breeding and such things...”

From where she was sitting on a sofa Emily could see only her head and shoulders in the mirror above the mantlepiece but she knew that the rest of her body must not be completely undesirable either. She was well aware that her figure was still both curvaceous and willowy. She wore a corset, naturally, but her breasts were as shapely as they’d been twelve years earlier when she married Sir Jeffrey. Her sumptuous softness had not been disfigured by suckling babies. She was well aware that her long slim legs and neat buttocks were well proportioned under her ankle-length gown and fussy bustle, even if there was nobody to appreciate them and... she turned thirty next week! There never would be anyone to appreciate them now...

... Her discomfort only intensified. Long slim legs? Neat buttocks? What was happening to her? What sort of person was she becoming? Ladies rapidly approaching thirty don’t brood on ‘curvaceous’ and ‘willowy’ or lament the passing of their ‘sumptuous softness!’ She was an educated woman, renowned for her intelligence and quick wit. Good God! Even as late as last Christmas, a little too much punch inflaming her cheeks she’d made an assault on her husband’s bed! Inflamed by his sturdy body and noble features as much as by punch, she’d performed seductions worthy of Clytemnestra or Cleopatra only to be ushered politely but gently back to her own room, raving drunkenly about ‘an heir for Henshawe Hall!’

Even six months later the incident still pained her, even scared her—such a lowering of standards for a person in her position, so normally poised refined. Or was it her husband himself who’d scared her that night? Sir Jeffrey was a passionate man. She often sensed powerful impulses surging beneath his bland exterior, impulses surely too powerful to be satisfied with breeding pigeons. She’d felt it that night, seen the passion, even violence in his polite rejection, a lust in his eyes that had nothing to do with her. Men! They were a species apart! It made one feel less resentful of the boring female circle to which she was doomed.

... Lady Penrose... her face ravaged with ennui, her spouse the redoubtable Lord Penrose, a great ramping bullock and bully of a man. One shuddered at the mere thought of that pair in the conjugal bed...

... And pretty, waspish Viscountess de Vaughan, already sour at twenty-one, playing hard to get with her gaggle of mercenary suitors, already bored with dangling her virginity above their snapping jaws...

... And chirpy Mrs Smith with her vapid opinions, married to the owner of the largest cotton mill in Hampshire. What did Mrs Smith and her lord get up to in the marriage bed? Discuss calico? Canoodle over the price of manchester?

Emily shook her head. She drove the dreadful thoughts away. She must be careful. Thirty next week. She was an honest wife and a good Christian woman. She mustn’t allow herself to grow bitter.

She was aroused from her reverie by a footman’s voice at the door:

“Sir Jeffrey requests the pleasure of the ladies’ company, ma-am.”

“Our company?”

“Yes, ma-am. In the dovecote.”

“The dovecote?”

The site of her husband’s monomania and her own constant embarrassment. She felt her feathers ruffle.

“Sir Jeffrey wishes the ladies to come inspect his latest improvements, maam.”

Mrs Smith clapped her hands.

“Oo! How exciting!”

“Improvements! Improvements!” The viscountess made no attempt to hide her sarcasm. “What is life without improvements?”

Lady Penrose dragged herself to her feet.

“You know what men are like, darling.”

Emily sighed and rose from her chair. In the sideboard mirror a black-haired Nereid rose in a sea of rustling silk. It was such a pity. Thirty next week, and all her lithe perfection wasted.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE DOVECOTE
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The dovecote at Henshawe Court was a tall circular structure of red brick with a conical roof. In season, Sir Jeffrey’s dovecote could house four thousand pigeons of all varieties— racers, breeders as well as birds for the table.

Inside the cylindrical tower the air was close and fetid. Mites and bird dust hung in the dimness beaming down from the great vents in the ceiling.

Painted silk fluttered. Tortoiseshell slats and sequins batted at the congested air. Lady Penrose, the viscountess and Mrs Smith had all remembered to bring their fans. Emily had forgotten hers.

Emily breathed in the stuffy warmth of beaks and fretful wings and scrabbling claws. The myriad cooings of the pigeons always had soporific effect her senses.

She’d forgotten both her fan and her galoshes. Her pretty satin heels sank into still-warm droppings. She had to lift the hem of her frock round her ankles lest the scalloped hem be sullied.

Her husband beamed:

“Ah! My dear!” For a man who was totally uninterested in her, Sir Jeffrey had a genial manner when publicly addressing the ‘lady of the house.’ “Come see my new coops!”

His new coops dizzied her. Layer upon layer of nesting alcoves, snug nooks built into the circular brickwork, stretched up into the dim light all the way to the ceiling. Each alcove housed a pair of breeding pigeons and boasted its own newly-fitted perch.

She murmured: “Beautiful, Jeffrey!” ‘Beautiful’ wasn’t quite the right word but she couldn’t think of another. “Very impressive.”

She hoped he wouldn’t think she was being ironic.

Over by the feed bins, Lord Penrose, Viscount de Vaughan and Mister Smith were chatting with a man in a blue linen jacket and white twill trousers.

Observing her interest, Sir Jeffrey announced, with his usual bland pomposity:

“And this, my darling, is Mister Jonathon Gilbey. A follower of Darwin, but we won’t string him up for that, ey?”

He was her husband. His jokes shouldn’t have such a grating effect on her. Sir Jeffrey waved the man over.

“Gilbey! Gilbey! Come here, will you? I’d like you to meet my wife!”

A tangle of blonde hair. A golden cowlick gracing a capacious forehead. Cold, but very blue eyes. Do men of science always have such cold blue eyes, to pierce and probe and reveal nature’s secrets to the world?

She faltered.

“Delighted to meet you, Mister Gilbey.”

Does science bestow nobility on fresh young features?  A natural lordliness no weary bloodline can match?

She offered him her hand, more to register the firmness and force of his fingers than out of common politeness.

“Maam.”

The faintest of nods, a prince of intellect awarding an acolyte a moment’s favour.

An aquiline nose. These Darwinian gentlemen believe in aquiline, don’t they? The raptor’s beak? The ripping claw? The noble predator? Except his lips were so warm and plump and generous.

She flustered. His fingertips still clasped hers.

She murmured: “‘Tis an honour to receive a man of science in our quiet countryside retreat.”

And still his fingertips enclosed hers, one of the damned, a follower of the fiend Darwin, reaching up from the lake of fire to clasp an angel’s proffered salvation.

“The honour’s all mine, my lady.”

Her husband fussed. Surely he could see that something untoward was happening:

“Mister Gilbey will be staying with us for a few weeks, my darling. Chap’s an expert, what? Wants to study how we do our breeding down here in Hampshire.”

How she wished her husband’s laughter didn’t grate on her so. He chuntered on:

“Gilbey’s up to date with the latest ideas when it comes to evolution and all that poppycock, but it’s his expertise in the mating habits of the Victoria Crowned we’re more interested in, ey?”

Nothing untoward was happening. This fluttering in her heart wasn’t wrong. Even these strong wings battering in her chest weren’t out of place. It was destiny. Survival of the fittest? The godless Evolution of brute beasts? His soul was in peril. She could see it in his eyes. ‘Science’ would damn him to an eternity on Hell. She’d save him, draw him up out of the lake of fire. It was fate that had brought them together.

God, how well built he was, how strong and powerful his limbs! Unbuttoned at the throat, his shirt revealed a glimpse of rippling muscle, the broad chest of the naturally selected ‘fittest’, the creature destined to survive, in hell if need be, unless he meets his angel. 

The blue eyes took her in. The flashing smile was instantly up to speed with the racing of her heart. His steady gaze became an expert, in an instant, on the doubts and perplexities battering their wings in her chest.

Her husband blustered on. She could barely make out what he was saying:

“These young chaps...”

Jonathon was certainly young. Twenty? Twenty one? Too young to be enmeshed in godless theories and cynical ideas about the beastliness of man! She felt old just gazing up into the freshness and energy of his eyes.

Her husband rambled on:

“... These young chaps think they know it all ey, what? Latch onto the first fad that comes along. Darwin. Evolution. All that sort of guff.”

Mister Gilbey’s eyes didn’t flinch in the slightest at Sir Jeffrey’s crude mockery. He was sure of himself. He knew what and who he was. He’d stick to his bestial theories even if they dragged him down into the Inferno itself.

Her husband persisted:

“But word is he’s the top man when it comes to cross breeding, inherited attributes, ey? Wants to study my Victoria Crowned, don’t you know?”

Emily blushed.

“... Well...” she smiled. “... I’m sure that’s very interesting...” She was at least ten years his senior, and she was babbling like a child. “... I hope you’ll find plenty to interest you in... in our dovecote...”

She blushed to the roots of her hair.

He smiled:

“I’m sure I will.”

The son of a tradesman, that much was obvious, and he was condescending to her.

“... So...?” she murmured. “... Darwin...?”

He smiled.

“Darwin.”

The terrible name was familiar to her of course. Darwinism was more than just the latest fad. She’d dared to do a little reading herself. Not much. Just enough to shock her to her foundations. Emily knew more about Mister Darwin’s ‘guff’ than her husband ever would. Mister Darwin was dangerous. Darwinism was turning the world upside down. Ghastly ‘genes’ squirming in the primal soup. The survival of the fittest. Brute animal pitted against brute animal, the human being the most brutish animal of all, a mere product of natural selection, man’s noble carriage and even nobler mind a mere agglomeration of random mutations, random mutations which, in Mister Gilbey’s case, were overwhelming in their force and beauty.

She murmured:

“... How... how long do you intend to be staying with us... studying with us, Mister Gilbey...?”

He shrugged.

“Oh... I don’t know... evolution’s a protracted process...” His smile went through her like a shining blade. “... As long as it takes, I guess.”
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CHAPTER THREE: INTELLECTUAL WAR
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Their dinner guests had overstayed their welcome. It was well after midnight when Emily climbed the stairs to her solitary bed. She and Jeffrey slept in separate bedrooms.

She never usually locked the door when she retired, but tonight, once she’d gained the tranquility of her chamber, she turned the key in the lock.

Quarter past twelve!

Their guests had lingered way too late, Mister Gilbey among them. The young Darwinian had made up one of their dinner party. Jonathon had overstayed his welcome too, making small talk, drinking brandy, smoking cigars with the men... it was more than good breeding could abide!

Her dress unbuttoned at the back. It was difficult getting all the buttons undone without her maid to help.

At last, the tight blue satin set her free. She shrugged the puffs off her shoulders and let the preposterous garment cascade down her flanks onto the floor.

She breathed in hard and unfastened her corset. How she resented the thing! She didn’t need support, or worse still ‘shaping.’  

She had to stop thinking about Mister Gilbey, about the refined way Mister Gilbey ate, the delicacy with which he carved his chicken, the poise with which Jonathon summoned each morsel to his mouth. She shuddered. For an instant, in the wavering light of her candle, his strong teeth gnawed at a mangled bone in steaming jungle heat, raw blood trickling down his manly chin, his full lips feasting on his latest victim in the savage battle for survival of the fittest!

His latest victim certainly wasn’t going to be her. That much was sure. She’d engaged him in intellectual discussion. At dinner she’d subjected his godless theories to a rigorous examination, her telling points and challenging suggestions brushing off his arrogant exterior like water off a duck’s back. She’d challenged him and he’d simply shrugged off all her most convincing attacks.

Such a handsome, well-proportioned young man and he was a follower of the godless Darwin! It didn’t bear thinking about! Such beautiful eyes, his gaze so lively and intelligent, and Jonathon adhered to the gospel of dog eat dog. He followed the doctrine of wild beasts at each other’s throats, struggling to be ‘naturally selected!’

To think that such a fine specimen of a man would roast in Hell if God were to strike him down during the course of the night!

She slipped out of her petticoats. Not too many now that the crinoline had finally had its day, thank heavens.

She wavered in the center of the room in only her chemise and drawers.

Time for bed.

She left her chemise on, her drawers too, soft linen pantalooning to mid thigh, scalloped lacy hems pausing just above her knees, the crotch seam open as all crotch seams are open for ease on the chamber pot under a woman’s multitude of layers. 

She stepped up to her cheval glass. She ventured a look at her body. She touched her breasts through her chemise. Yes. Surely they were still perfect, as full and shapely as any twenty-year-old’s, her nipples still luscious, never sucked by infant lips, not once subjected to the gnawing of a baby’s jaws. She massaged gently through damson silk. She thumbed softly. A nipple slipped out of its lace hem. The faint slick of moisture wasn’t milk. It was only the heat—it was a summer night—condensing its sultry emanations on her taut nipples.

She slipped the straps down off her shoulders and took her shapely fullness in both hands. There was nothing about her breasts to be ashamed of. Mary, her maid, had supplied her with an ointment concocted by a herb gatherer in the village. It had kept her breasts ripe and firm.

She ran her palms down her silky flanks. Damson silk whispered to her winged hips. She lifted the short hem and examined her belly. No stretch marks on the toned silkiness. She wasn’t carrying an ounce more weight than she had when she was twenty.

She touched her elegant drawers.

Her fingertips grazed the open crotch.

Her manicured nails flirted with a dewy thicket.

Ugh!

No!

No way!

Never! She hadn’t touched herself there for years, she wasn’t going to start touching herself there now. It would only lead to something terrible.

She came up close to the mirror and studied her face in the glass.

It was impossible to tell what age had done to her features. They were still lovely. Her complexion still breathed innocent perfection. Her hazel eyes were as lustrous as ever. Her refined retroussé nose. High cheekbones. Her full cupid’s-bow lips. She’d taken good care of her hair. No split ends or lifeless strands. Her thick black mane could have been a twenty-year-old girl’s if it hadn’t been for the handful of silver threads that Mary had plucked out last night.

She came closer. Her breath misted the glass. She drew back the tender skin beneath her eyes. No sign of lines in the silky softness, unless they were as faint as the threads in her hair and unfortunately not pluckable.

She sighed and readjusted her chemise.

Half past twelve. Time for bed. She needed to get to sleep.

She moved lightly on bare feet to the door between their two adjoining apartments.

She knocked softly.

No answer.

She tried the doorknob. It turned. The door was seldom used. Jeffrey never bothered to lock it.

She slipped into his bedroom, her heart hammering in her chest.

“Jeffrey!”

“... What... ey... what is it...?... Emily!”

His bow tie dangled from his collar. He was in the process of unbuttoning his shirt. If she’d waited another two or three minutes she might have caught him in his nightshirt.

He stopped unbuttoning, his eyes baffled.

“... Emily... my dear... what.. what is it...?”

His eyes took in the dewy radiance of her cleavage, the prongs where her nipples strained at damson silk, the long descent to her brief hem, her elegant drawers encasing her toned thighs.

“... In your chemise, my lady...?”

It would be so easy to walk up to him and press her breasts against that inviting gap in his shirt front, wind her arms around his waist and kiss him, even let him feel her hot slick rub against his crotch, kiss him and begin unbuttoning his trousers... so easy, and utterly impossible... completely out of the question... his dark eyes forbade it... his sudden glare forbade it with an unexpected fury that appalled her.

“... Yes, Sir Jeffrey... I need to speak to you... it’s imperative that we speak...”

“Imperative?”

“Yes. It’s Mister Gilbey.”

“Mister Gilbey?”

“He has to go! I’m sorry! He can’t stay here... I won’t allow it!”

She quailed at the hint of menace in his smile.

“Won’t allow it, Emily?”

“His ideas. These things he says. These theories he espouses. No God. No creation. Just blind processes. Beast eat beast. The struggle for survival.”

The threat in his smile turned indulgent.

“Well, my dear. I’m sure can can set all that aside as a young man’s madcap beliefs. He’s an expert when it comes to breeding for inherited characteristics.”

“He’s a heathen! He’ll... he’ll... corrupt the servants!”

A shocking thought assailed her...

... Mister Gilbey...

... His godless ideas, and the servants...!

... Her maid, Mary, was pretty...

... There was that slut, the gardener’s daughter— and with no religion to hold him back, no fear of God to restrain his bestial desires...

... She’d given Mary the night off...

... Mary was in his arms this very instant...!... twining her snaky limbs round his stallion buttocks, drinking poison kisses from his muscular mouth...

“Corrupt the servants? Poo, Emily. Where do you get such ideas? We’re a good Christian household at Henshawe Hall.”

“I don’t like him! I don’t want him here!”

She threw herself onto her husband’s divan. Her chemise rode up around her bottom.

“Come, Emily. That’s a little... unreasonable.”

His eyes fixed on the hot silk parting between her legs. His stare latched hold of the slit where her dewy bush breathed at him. He gazed at her moist readiness, but not with desire, certainly not with love or anything as strong as need, he stared at her moist readiness with a dark distaste almost lustful in itself, a burning heat for something more vicious than coupling.

“No...” She bumbled on. “...It’s not unreasonable, Jeffrey. I heard him arguing with the vicar while you men were smoking...”

His voice grew more and more complacent.

“Well. Well. Pretty wives shouldn’t go eavesdropping when men are discussing serious matters.”

“I wasn’t eavesdropping! I was appalled, some of the things he was saying!”

Jonathon’s broad lips sucking at one of her husband’s Havanas, moistening the tip before lighting up, he and the vicar growing heated over God and Creation and Survival of the Fittest, Jonathon’s ravenous lips sucking the life out of a tender carcass brought down on the African plain, gobbling the life blood out of a mauled creature thrashing in its death throes.

It was too terrible! Mister Gilbey was wrong! He was so terribly wrong! Charles Darwin was an apostate! The vicar was right. Mister Darwin was the Devil Himself! God created the earth and all living creatures in it! No random mutations could have formed that muscular chest and those powerful shoulders. No random evolution could have produced such brawny legs, so breath-taking in their fitness for love. No natural selection would ever have dared create so fine a face!

No! Never! It was impossible!

“I’m sorry, my dear.” The moment of threat had passed. The unexpected fury in his eyes smoothed over, became her husband’s usual urbane complacency. “But Gilbey’s staying. On my say so. Alright? Got it?”

She hesitated.

“Yes, Sir Jeffrey. Got it.”

“He’s a first class man, a proper scientific gentleman, and the help he’s giving me with my pigeons is invaluable. I’m sorry, Emily. Mister Gilbey stays.”

“... If you say so...”

“And now. If you don’t mind. I think both of us need to get some sleep.”

She returned to her bedroom. She heard the door lock as it closed behind her.

Her husband was right. What had she been thinking, brazenly exhibiting herself to him like that? Sir Jeffrey was always right. If Mister Gilbey was dangerous there was only one way to overcome the danger. If Jonathon was indeed a hazard, there was a single right and proper way to relieve Henshawe Hall of the threat.

Her first impusle had been the correct one. She’d save him. She’d save Mister Gilbey from himself. Jonathon’s soul was in mortal danger. His godlike physique and handsome face to be lost forever! To burn in Hell for eternity! For the sake of a soulless theory!

She’d talk to him. Argue. Reason. Convince him that he was wrong. Darwin was a devil. Mister Gilbey was damning his immortal soul. Emily determined to save the young man from the jaws of Hell. She was older than he. Ten years his senior. She’d use her experience, the wisdom of approaching middle age, to save him from from damnation. Tomorrow.  She’d do it tomorrow. She’d go to him first thing tomorrow morning!
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CHAPTER FOUR: IN THE SCHOOL ROOM
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Sir Jeffrey had set the school room aside for Mister Gilbey’s use as a laboratory. With no children in the house, the school room had never functioned as a site for infant lessons this generation. It had been easy to convert it into a place of scientific inquiry.

Emily paused outside the door.

She took a deep breath. If she was going to save Mister Gilbey from his atheistic studies she needed to do it now. She was well aware that many had tried to convert him by debate and pamphlets and intellectual argument but perhaps he’d never been assailed by the more heart-felt passion of a loving soul.

She knocked.

“Come in!”

The voice of command.

A man in charge of his chosen field.

An expert at home with his expertise.

It was her house. She was mistress here at Henshawe Hall, but if he’d forbidden her to enter she would have turned and crept away.

Inside the schoolroom it was bright and sunny. She’d never come in here much in recent years. Emily glanced around, bemused.

The alphabet chalked on a blackboard for earlier generations of Henshawes.

Inky desks and pint-sized chairs.

A globe of the earth.

The walls decorated with samplers and the colourful drawings of children who’d laughed and chattered here a hundred years ago... but now the schoolroom was a laboratory.

Jonathon had set up his microscopes and petrie dishes and scalpels and bunsen burners on a long central bench. The sink where the children had once washed out their paint pots was now equipped to wash the blood off Mister Gilbey’s hands after a dissection.

Rows of glass cabinets along the walls displayed the skeletons of his earlier experiments. Mice and finches and spectral bats, collected on tropical expeditions, hung bottled in jars of formaldehyde.

By the open window, a pair of bird cages stood on a table. One cage was empty, its door open. The other cage housed one of Jeffrey’s pigeons, the poor thing squawking and beating its wings against the wire.

She hesitated.

“... Sorry... I hope I’m not disturbing you...”

It was an unusually hot day. Even for mid summer the air was close and sultry. She’d chosen the most light-weight of summer dresses, a full-length white lawn morning dress cut chastely low and square across the front, the puffed shoulders a transparent gauze light as thistledown. She’d eschewed the usual multi layered petticoats on account of the heat, and made do with a single silk chemise.

Jonathon stood at the bench, the pigeon from the empty cage in his hands, alternately trembling and thrashing its wings.

He looked up:

“No. You’re not disturbing me in the slightest.”

Letting her know that not even a noble and beautiful lady in a light-weight summer dress could distract a man of science from his studies.

He stood bent over the bench, his sleeves rolled up past his elbows, the golden hair on his fore-arms thick and luxuriant, studying the numbers on a band round the pigeon’s leg. The poor thing flapped frantically in his hands.

“You’re busy...”

“That’s right.”

It seemed that when he was absorbed in a scientific experiment nothing on earth could disturb Mister Jonathon Gilbey’s concentration.

She stepped closer.

“What are you doing?”

The bird was flapping its wings in a particularly distressing way.

“Oh. Nothing. Just getting this one ready for the knife.”

“The knife?”

Her voice came out all wrong. She sounded absurd. He was a scientist. Jonathon was a naturalist. Of course naturalists conduct anatomies. She nodded at the struggling bird:

“Did Sir Jeffrey say you could do that?”

He looked at her as if she were mad.

“Of course he did.” He nodded at the bird thrashing in his hands. “This isn’t one of your husband’s prize specimens, milady. Just one of the flock. When I’m finished your cook can pop it in a pie for dinner.”

“But...”

Crack.

Two deft thumbs snapped the pigeon’s neck.

There was an unearthly squawk.

For an instant the terrible beating of wings grew wilder, then quickly ebbed away into a pathetic twitching.

“... Oh...!”

He set the dead pigeon down on a slab of marble, its belly still quivering.

“Genes, Lady Emily. I’m looking for genes.”

He explained how scientists suspected that there were these mysterious things called genes which carried information from one generation to the next. No one had isolated a gene yet. Mister Darwin believed that they were something like globules with many different proteins floating around inside them in amazingly complex patterns.

“I see. But...”

She experienced an unwonted queasiness. Surely living creatures didn’t need to die to promote his godless theories.

She glanced at the second pigeon in its cage. The poor thing was flapping even more frantically now, beating its wings against the wire. It had seen, and understood, what had just happened to its companion. She nodded at the second cage.

“... You don’t need to kill that one too, do you?”

He chuckled. She was at least ten years older than he, technically it was her pigeon, and he was laughing at her as if she was fresh out of boarding school!

“Of course I do!” He nodded from the dead to the living pigeon. “They’re mates. They’ve just mated. I’m examining the ovulatory process. That’s where the genes progress into the future.”

Having spread out the dead bird for dissection he went to the window and opened the second cage.

“... No... please... Mister Gilbey...!”

She thrust her hand into the cage ahead of his. For an instant both hands, hers and Jonathon’s were inside the cage grabbing at the desperate bird.

“... Mister Gilbey... I...”

She snatched the pigeon out of his grasp.

“... Not this one! I’m sorry... You can’t...!”

A chaos of beak and claws and feathers pecked and thrashed in her hands.

Good God! She was behaving ridiculously! She was making a fool of herself! She was having an absurd hysteria fit right in front of him!

“Come, Lady Emily!” He laughed at her childishness! “Don’t be silly now. Give me the bird!”

“... No... no... one’s enough...!”

A warm helpless frantic life fluttered in her grasp.

He reached out to grab it.

“Please. Lady Emily!”

“... No...!... I said no...!”

She clutched the bird to her chest. She refused to let it go.

He was remorseless. He snatched.

The bird fluttered free.

His fingers sank into succulent softness. His broad palm closed around her sumptuous fullness. His fingertips gouged the frantic beating of her heart, her lips finding his, his strong mouth battening on her hunger, her hot tongue locking his powerful tongue in a delicious embrace.

The pigeon battered its wings against the ceiling. His hand was inside her bodice palming a merciless insistence into her pulsing softness as they kissed.

Her arms went round his neck. How thick and strong his neck was, a muscular spar she clung to in a storm of helpless desire, her hand thrusting between their thrashing bodies, searching for his manhood and its throbbing demand to possess her, to own every breath she breathed, every last cell of her body.

She found the rod she needed, the instrument of her frantic longing. It stood tall and stiff and very hard. She palmed his urgent thickness through his trousers. Thirty years old and she’d never felt such a need as this.

“... Oh... oh... oh God...!”

He plundered her mouth with unstoppable longing, his hands cupping her bottom, squeezing the cheeks of her bottom through light-weight lawn, dragging the place where she needed him most hard against his throbbing manhood.

“... Yes... yes...”

He slammed her against the wall, up on her toes, his hand between her legs, dragging her dress up around her waist, acres of white summer lawn gathering around her quaking belly, his fingers finding her hot wetness, her sumptuous slick of urgent heat and sinking into her succulent surrender, one finger, two fingers, three, knuckle deep.

“... Yes... yes... oh God... yes... ye-eeeeeeeees... yes... God... no... NO... NO-OOOOOOO...!”

What was she doing? What was happening? She was married. She was a good woman, a Christian woman. This wasn’t her at all.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”

Her bodice was round her waist, tangled together with the rucked-up skirt. Her breasts were wet and naked.

Her sumptuous softness filled his mouth, slaked his thirst, satisfied his hunger, her heart thundering as his tongue battered the pulsing nipple clamped between his teeth, his fingers between her legs, his fingertips in her vagina driving her towards the brink of something terrible.

“... STOP IT...!... NO...!... I SAID NO... GET OFF ME...!”

She wasn’t a wild animal. She wasn’t a vile creature in rut. She didn’t belong in the primal soup with the squirming microbes and copulating cells.

She broke free. She snatched at her bodice. She pulled puffed gauze up onto her shoulders. She got her neckline straight. She smoothed white lawn down neat and tidy on her snaky hips.

“WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?”

He raised a quizzical eyebrow.

“Me?”

“... YES YOU...!... HOW DARE YOU...!... I’LL... I’LL...”

She was storming out the door. She didn’t have time to think what ‘... I’ll... I’ll...’ would even do.
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE DINNER PARTY
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That evening Sir Jeffrey held a dinner party.

It was a large affair. All the local aristocracy was invited.

The long, magnificently decorated table hummed with the chink of cutlery, the glug of fine wine being poured into fluted glass and the murmur of polite conversation. 

It was immediately obvious that something wasn’t quite right.

All the leading families were in attendance, and Mister Gilbey was present too! Not only present but at the place of honour! Directly below Sir Jeffrey and opposite herself!

It was unthinkable. Even Mister and Mrs Smith, let alone Lord and Lady Penrose, were seated lower down the table than the Darwinian interloper! It was Jeffrey’s fault. Her husband’s pigeon breeding hobbyhorse overrode all propriety.

The seating arrangements were an insult to her in particular. She was the daughter of an earl. How dare her husband place her opposite a thrusting commoner! How could she not remember their kiss in the school room? How could she not recall the urgent thickness of his manhood pulsing in her hand through his trousers? Making polite conversation was out of the question.

“How’s the studies going, Gilbey?”

Her husband liked to shout when they were at a large gathering. He could be heard down at the far end of the table.

“Found them genes yet? Damned elusive little so and so’s, what?”

Mister Gilbey smiled.

“Not yet, my Lord.” His smile deflected towards Emily. “But I’m sure I will.”

She felt her face turn crimson.

Lord Penrose brayed:

“It’s all poppycock of course! God created the universe. Not Monsieur Darwin.” 

With his braying laugh and pecking overbite, Lord Penrose was a brute of a man, broad shouldered and thrusting with it. Where Sir Jeffrey was obsessed with breeding pigeons, Lord Penrose was obsessed with the weightier forms of livestock. He was a regular figure at the horse and cattle auctions. He was a dab hand with a whip when it came to four-in-hand and gig racing at the local fairs. The thought he and the desiccated Lady Penrose entwined in a bed assailed Emily’s mind. 

“Genes? Aint no such bleeding things!” bellowed the vicar. The Reverend Marsden’s face was red. He was already getting hot under the collar. Jonathon was besting him in their perpetual argument. “I’m damned if I’m descended from some confounded ape!”

Jonathon shrugged. He was the only one who wasn’t shouting.

“It took millions of years for you to descend from an ape, vicar. Don’t take it personally.”

He smiled at her, a morsel of tender chicken breast on his fork. He raised the succulent meat to his lips, tongued its juices and committed the tidbit to the depths of his mouth, chewing vigorously.

Her face burned.

She should have told her husband what had happened in the school room. It was a wife’s duty to be transparent with her spouse. She should have reported Mister Gilbey’s assault immediately the terrible moment was over. She ought to have gone straight to Sir Jeffrey and told him how the Darwinist had pinned her against the wall and taken advantage of her helplessness except... she could still taste his kiss, the savor of his tongue was stronger than any wine, she could still feel her sex melting on his imperious fingers, the need with which she’d reached for his throbbing manhood...

A braying laugh:

“Really, Mister Gilbey...”

Lord Penrose weighing in again.

“... One has only to consider the beauty of the universe, its form and proportion, to see that it was created by a loving God...”

Emily felt ill. A big ugly brute of a man, braying like a donkey, his predatory upper lip pecking at the assembled guests, and he talked of form and proportion and the beauty of the universe!

He guffawed:

“... When one looks at... when one takes into account... the erm... um... human perfection...!”

Lord Grinley got flustered when he had to think too hard.

“... The... erm... loveliness...”

He bowed!

“... Erm... perfection...”

He was bowing to her!

“... The... erm... beauty and perfection of... of a...”

He raised his glass.

“... Of a Lady Emily...!”

The blush rippled up her body. She could feel herself turning so red they’d see her blushing at the far end of the table. Lord Grinley had seen her and Mister Gilbey in the schoolroom! He’d spied on their lewd tryst through the window! The ghastly man had happened by when Jonathon was pinning her against the wall, plundering her helpless surrender with his strong fingers and her mouth was returning his bestial kisses!

“... To... to... Lady Emily...!”

Every single person at the table could see the brutish lust with which she’d rutted on the Darwinist’s fingers! Her guests could see the helpless lust with which she’d pumped Mister Gilbey’s throbbing manhood!

One could hear a pin drop. They’d all noticed the flustered state she was in.

Mister Gilbey raised his glass:

“I quite agree, Lord Grinley! Lady Emily is perfect. Her loveliness is Nature’s masterpiece!”

And he was the worst of all. He was the most malicious of their guests, reveling in her shame, publicly delighting in her humiliation.

There was a murmur of approval.

“Nature’s masterpiece indeed!”

“Mother Nature’s own perfection!”

Glasses were raised, seconding the toast.

“To Emily!”

“To my Lady Emily!”

Not just her face—her whole body was burning.

Her husband murmured:

“Mister Gilbey is toasting you, my dear.”

She reached for her glass.

“Acknowledge Mister Gilbey’s toast, maam.”

Sir Jeffrey was pushing her to respond. Her husband was a stickler for propriety. He was demanding that she acknowledge Jonathon’s complement.

The glass’s narrow stem turned slippery in her hand. What was she drinking? White wine? Or red? She couldn’t remember.

She raised her glass.

“... Why... why...thank you, Mister...”

The glass slipped.

Its fluted stem slid through her fingers.

Wine.

Red wine...

... Was pouring into her lap...!

... Not slipping or accidentally spilling a splash or a single drop...

... She was deliberately spilling the whole glass in her lap...!

“... Oh... oh...!”

Her dress was soaked. There was uproar. People were fussing.

Her beautiful gown—she’d chosen white tonight— was stained from the waist down a dark Madeira red.

“... Please... forgive me...”

She pushed her chair back.

“... I’m so sorry... do forgive me...”

She batted at the soaked material clinging to her thighs.

“... No... no... it’s too horrible...”

She bolted. Emily rushed from the table.

She swept out of the banqueting room. She hurried up to her bedroom to change.

Her dress was ruined.

In her bedroom, Mary fussed.

“Leave me! Please, leave me!”

She insisted her maid leave the room. She needed to be alone. Totally and utterly on her own. She shut her bedroom door behind the anxious Mary and locked it.

Her shoulders shook. Her chest was heaving. In the mirror she saw that her face was scarlet with embarrassment and fear. With terror as much as with social discomfort!

She’d studied the ancient romances. She’d read Thomas Malory and Chretien de Troyes. She was familiar with the old tales of courtly love.

A knight comes to a castle. A knight on a courtly quest. He’s feasted by his host. The castle lays on a banquet in the knight’s honour. At the feast his host’s wife spills her wine in her lap—deliberately spills
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