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PREFACE


My name is India Black. I am a whore.


If those words made you blush, if your hand fluttered to your cheek or you harrumphed disapprovingly into your beard, then you should return this volume to the shelf, cast a cold glance at the proprietor as you leave, and hasten home feeling proper and virtuous. You can go to Evensong tonight with a clear conscience. However, if my admission caused a frisson of excitement in your drab world, if you felt a stirring in your trousers or beneath your skirts when you read my words, then I must caution you that you will be disappointed in the story contained in this volume. No doubt you’re hoping to read in these pages the narrative of a young woman’s schooling in the arts of love or perhaps a detailed description of some of my more memorable artistic performances. As for the former, there’s enough of that kind of shoddy chronicle available, most of it written by men masquerading as “Maggie” or “Eunice,” and therefore not only fictitious but asinine to boot. As for the latter, I’d be the first to admit that I was a tireless entertainer in the boudoir, but that’s another story for another time and will cost you more money than this volume when I get around to writing it down.


But you are a whore, you say. There must be some sex involved in this chronicle. Indeed, I am a whore, and well versed in the skills of my profession. It is to that profession that I owe my involvement in the affair hereafter described. But if you want sex, you’ll have to pay for it. I’m out of the game myself these days, but I can set you up with a nice girl, any night after seven, at the Lotus House on St. Alban’s Street. You’ll have to go elsewhere if your taste runs to men, boys, or ruminants.


Well, if you haven’t already shelved this book on account of the dearth of depravity and vice you were hoping to find in it, presumably you’re still interested in learning what a whore has to contribute to the literary scene. I have written a true account of how I met our esteemed prime minister, Benjamin Disraeli (the old queen himself), of my encounter with the tsar’s intelligence agents in London, and of my pursuit of these same Russian spies across England to the Channel and beyond. Some of you may be disinclined to believe the veracity of what you read in these pages. “Pshaw,” you say. “How did a London trollop become embroiled in such weighty affairs? The idea is preposterous.”


Now you may think it highly implausible that the government of Great Britain would stoop to enlisting the services of a whore, no matter how serious the predicament in which it finds itself. But if you ponder the topic awhile, as I did, you’ll realize that there’s a natural affinity between politicians and whores, having, as they do, certain similarities that breed a type of professional courtesy, if you will. For example, we share the same line of work: we each provide a service in exchange for something else. In my case, it’s money, and for politicians, it’s votes. We each exercise our charm and wile to convince our customers to pay us or vote for us, for we’re in competition with others who can provide the same services. And we’ll both do just about anything, as long as the price is right. Frankly, I think it’s a damned slur against the tarts to consign them to the social rubbish heap just for earning a living while praising the politicos as selfless public servants. At least bints aren’t hypocritical: you’ll never hear one of them blathering on sanctimoniously that they do what they do for the benefit of the British public.


That’s all I’ve got to say about the subject. Every word in this volume is the gospel truth. You can put your money on the counter and buy the book, or you can go to the devil. It’s all the same to me.
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The day that Bowser kicked it was a bleak winter Sunday like any other in the year of our Lord, eighteen hundred and seventy-six. The fog had set in early that afternoon and a fine mist was falling, muffling the sound of the church bells around the city. The whores were all asleep in their beds upstairs, their customers having departed early to share the comforts of hearth and family, a joint of mutton, and the Book of Common Prayer. Or, if they were young blades, they had trundled off to their soft feather mattresses to sleep off a night of debauchery while I counted their sovereigns.


That was my usual occupation on Sundays: tallying the preceding night’s receipts over a glass of whisky or a pot of steaming Earl Grey and some of the petrified horse droppings Mrs. Drinkwater, my cook, so charitably called her muffins. There was very little custom on Sundays, save for Bowser, and he’d been here so often that I no longer felt obliged to chat him up when he arrived. This Sunday was no different from the others. I’d yawned my way out of bed shortly after noon, put on a dressing gown and slippers, and conducted the customary post-Saturday-night inspection of the premises to determine if any object had been stolen, vandalized or destroyed, or if anyone had passed out on the sofa in the salon and needed to be ejected.


I’d christened my establishment “Lotus House,” an obvious reference to the poem by Mr. Tennyson; a fact which eludes all of my bints but is recognized by a fair number of my clientele. I cater to gentleman, you see. No butchers, navvies or sailors (naval officers excepted, of course) allowed through my door. Only junior ministers, high-ranking civil servants, minor aristocracy and military officers visit my premises, but since most of them are Lord Somebody’s son and heir, I’m wagering that my stock will continue to rise where it counts.


A plain establishment offering watered whisky and slovenly girls won’t do for the bloods who frequent my place of business. Lotus House is both elegant and comfortable, more akin to a gentleman’s club than his home, for who wants to play slap and tickle with a whore in a room that reminds you of your own parlor and your sweet, insipid little wife? So you’ll find only plain wallpaper and tasteful carpets in Lotus House. No flocked velvet paper in viridian and orange, no stuffed birds in cages, no ungainly wooden monstrosities that resemble devices of torture more than pieces of furniture. The only concession to the particular business conducted in Lotus House is in the selection of pictures upon the wall. Imagine that the Earl of Rochester’s talents had been those of the visual arts and not the verbal, and you’ll have a fair idea of the kind of thing that adorns my establishment. It’s not my taste at all; the pictures are only there to stimulate the customers, for one thing I learned at an early age is that a stimulated gentleman is a profligate gentleman.


I keep a stock of fine wines and brandies and a humidor of Cuban cigars, and my bints are lovely, stupid and discreet, just the way the toffs like them. I take great pride in my business and in Lotus House, lavishing all my attention on them, leaving very little time for my own amusements. But being the madam instead of the worker bee suits me.


I gave up the game years ago, preferring to herd my own flock of tarts than waste my youth and good looks servicing an assortment of randy gentlemen. I’m a damned handsome woman, if I do say so myself. My figure attracts attention, being both lithe and buxom. I’ve a cloud of raven hair, eyes of cobalt blue, and a creamy English complexion (thanks to my self-discipline; I don’t indulge in laudanum, tobacco or opium, like most London whores).


It can be hellish out there, competing against the other abbesses for the quality customer. There isn’t a madam in London who wouldn’t poison your reputation to make a few pence, spreading rumors of diseased, loquacious or kleptomaniacal bints at your establishment. Still, I wouldn’t trade Lotus House for the world. There may be easier ways of earning a sou: I could allow some pedigreed ass to keep me in French perfume and silk gowns, tucked away in a cozy pied-à-terre in St. John’s Wood, and driving a four-in-hand along Rotten Row. But I like my freedom. There is not enough money in this fair isle to entice me to flutter my lashes and drop my knickers for a pompous peer who smells of horses and hasn’t got the brains God gave a goose. Owning Lotus House ensures that I am my own woman. I give the orders and keep the profits, and no one dangles me like a puppet on his purse strings. Besides, you might say that Lotus House is my patrimony, having been acquired by me as it has, and as it’s unlikely I’ll ever see anything else resembling an inheritance, I’m rather attached to the premises.


This morning, all was well. No bloodstains on the Turkey carpet, the pictures on the wall still hung true, and none of the wineglasses had ended up in the fireplace. There was the usual pall of cigar smoke, bay rum, stale cognac and cheap perfume, but I flung open the windows in the salon and waited for the stench to be replaced by the acrid fumes of a winter afternoon in London.


I rapped on the door to the kitchen, stuck my head into the darkness and bellowed, “Tea.” I was not surprised to hear the sound of breaking glass, followed by an oath from Mrs. Drinkwater (a most inappropriately named woman). I resolved to conduct an inventory of the cooking sherry in the coming week.


The study, a pleasant room facing St. Alban’s Street, smelled less offensive than the salon. I only entertain the gentlemen here for a few minutes after they arrive, jollying along the repeat customers before summoning their usual bints and sizing up the new clients before introducing them to “a nice girl who’ll just suit you.” Then I gently shepherd them out the door into the salon, where I ply them with free booze and decent cigars while they dandle the girls on their knees and leer at each other through their whiskers until they’re ready to stagger upstairs.


I was gratified to see that Mrs. Drinkwater had completed her duties in my study before wading into the liquor supply. A seacoal fire burned in the grate, the lamps had been lighted and their wicks freshly trimmed, and last night’s empty glasses had been removed. I lit a taper from the fire and used it to ignite a saucer of incense. The scent of sandalwood filled the air, eliminating the faint odor of smoke that clung to the cushions. Mrs. Drinkwater had placed the morning papers in a neat pile in the center of my desk, and I glanced through them idly while I waited for my tea.


The headlines were depressingly familiar: The Russians were rattling sabres, backing their lapdogs, the Serbs, in their fight against the crumbling, decadent Ottoman Empire, and threatening to march on Constantinople. Dizzy, the novelist turned present prime minister, had dusted off a rusty rapier himself and was waving it rabidly, uttering dire warnings that Constantinople was the key to India and England must do whatever necessary to prevent the Russian Bear from occupying the city. Gladstone, the former prime minister turned evangelist, was on the sidelines, scrawling religious screeds against the Mussulman massacres of Christians (ignoring the tit-for-tat massacres of Mussulmans by the Christians), and sniffing around No. 10 Downing Street like a lion smelling zebra on the African breeze, waiting for Dizzy to make the fatal misstep of backing the bloody Turks (Mussulmans, by God) against the Russians (nominally Christians, but not really our type).


Bloody politics and politicians. I had very few rules here at Lotus House, but one of them was that gentleman were forbidden to flog their favorite horses while they were under my roof. Discussions inevitably led to arguments, which usually led to two portly gents with red faces and bristling whiskers glaring balefully at each other as they circled the room, while the other customers lined the wall and cheered them on, the girls squealed with excitement, and I calculated the loss of revenue with a sinking heart.


I tossed the papers in a heap on the floor and crossed the room to the Chinese screen in the corner, which hid from view a heavy iron safe. I’d just extracted the bag of gold coins when I heard the clatter of crockery as Mrs. Drinkwater lurched into the room, her pink face (“Heat,” she says; “Drink,” I reply) screwed tight and her lips pursed in concentration as she strained to balance the tea tray. She’s rather unsteady on her pins (“Age,” she says; “Drink,” I reply), and the china rattled ominously as she weaved her way across the room. She deposited the tray on the desk with a thump, huffing like a dray horse released from the harness. I winced as the Limoges bounced.


“Here’s your tea, then,” she announced breathlessly. “Will you be wanting anything else?”


“Lunch?”


Mrs. Drinkwater released the agonized sigh of a martyred saint. “You’ll be dining in, then?”


“Yes.”


“Will there be any guests?”


“I’ll be dining alone.”


I was treated to another wheezing bellow of affliction.


“That will be all, Mrs. Drinkwater,” I said.


She gave a half bow that threatened to send her arse-over-heels, and then tacked unsteadily out of my study. I poured a cup of tea and pondered, not for the first time, why I employed such a drunken, ill-bred creature. I know the reason, of course. Lotus House, as fine an establishment as it is, is still a brothel, after all, and it’s damned hard to find a cook who’s willing to work among a gaggle of half-naked women and drunken roisterers. Mrs. Drinkwater, occasionally surly and inevitably intoxicated, was the best of a bad lot.


I hefted one of the cook’s scones, debated its relative worth as paperweight or weapon, and returned it to the plate untouched. The bag of coins jingled merrily as I picked it up. There’s no sound I like better in the world than that of sovereigns cascading onto the leather blotter on my desk. I raked my fingers through the gold pieces and contemplated them with pleasure. Last night had been exceptionally lucrative. A troop of cavalry officers, home from India a fortnight before they’d been scheduled to dock, had descended on Lotus House like a plague of locusts. They’d drunk the house dry in under an hour and I’d had to send Mrs. Drinkwater to knock up the owner of the nearest wine shop to replenish my stores, but it had been worth it.


I stacked the coins in a row of small golden towers and settled myself at my desk to review the month’s expenses. Casks of sherry, cases of whisky, Madeira and brandy, gallons of porter, ale and rum. A quarter of beef and two of mutton; bushels of potatoes, wheels of cheddar, slabs of butter; dozens of loaves of bread; not to mention sugar, coffee and tea. Those damned whores were eating (and drinking) me out of house and home. I could of course stop feeding them and let them fend for themselves on their earnings, but they’d be thin, ragged and diseased in a fortnight. It was better to keep them here, where I could keep an eye on them, and see that they stayed fresh and plump for the customers. My plan worked admirably, but at the rate my trollops were going through supplies, I’d have to raise rates again this year, and how the gentlemen would grumble, until I fetched a young filly in her petticoats to sit upon their knee and tickle their chins, and then no price was too dear.


I was totting up the charges and wincing at the image of my pile of golden sovereigns disappearing into the pockets of the greedy tradesmen when my roving eye detected an entry that made me look twice, then roar for Mrs. Drinkwater to fetch me Clara.


I read the entry again, just to be sure I wasn’t imagining it. Two pounds for pineapples. Pineapples?


Clara Swansdown, formerly Bridget Brodie of Ballykelly, all flaming red hair, pale skin and freckles, came bustling in, eyes still filmy with sleep, fumbling for the sash of her dressing gown. “God’s truth, that old crone give me such a fright I nearly wet meself. Whatever’s the matter? The Queen ain’t dead, is she?”


I brandished my pen at her accusingly. “Pineapples?” I asked.


She scratched her bum through her dressing gown and looked abashed. “Oh. I reckon I should have told you about that ’fore I sent out for ’em. Tubby Farquhar asked for ’em special.”


“Got a thing for fruit, does he?”


Clara nodded vigorously. “He do indeed. He was stationed in Montevideo for a spell and he got right fond of ’em.”


“I see. No doubt pineapples are quite common in Montevideo. Probably lying about all over the place. Have to hire a gang of little brown boys to remove the damned things from the polo field so as not to cripple the ponies.”


Clara looked doubtful. “I don’t think Tubby plays polo.”


“Nor do I suppose he’s ever bought his own pineapples. They may be thick on the ground in Montevideo, but they’re a luxury in London. I expect Tubby sends out the servants to do that sort of thing and has no more idea what a pineapple costs than why fleas fart.”


“Fleas fart?”


I could see that Clara was losing the thread of the conversation. “Do you have any idea how much a pineapple costs in London?”


“No, ma’am.”


I consulted my records. “Two quid.”


Clara’s mouth fell open. “Blimey. That’s robbery.”


“Indeed. I don’t mind making allowances for some of our oldest customers. I’ll even go so far as to cut my profit margin a bit for them and indulge some of their little fancies at my expense. But Tubby Farquhar is hardly a valued customer, at least not yet. If he wants pineapples…”


“Oh, he does. He was stationed in…”


“Yes, I know. Montevideo. As I was saying, if he wants pineapples, he shall have them. But he must pay for them. Do you understand?”


Clara nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll get the two pounds from him when he comes in on Tuesday.”


I shook my head. “Clara, my dear, there’s a lot you must learn. Tell Tubby the pineapples cost two and six. Keep a shilling for yourself, and bring the rest to me.”


Clara’s eyes were the size of my tea saucer. “Oh, ma’am, that’s genius, that is.”


You can see why I’m the abbess and Clara’s the bint. She’s a nice girl, Clara, but as thick as two planks, which is one of the reasons I employ her.


“That’s all, Clara. You may go now.” She was at the door when my curiosity got the better of me. “A moment, Clara.” She turned back into the room. “What exactly do you and Tubby Farquhar do with those pineapples?”


“Well, ma’am, it’s like this…”


I never did hear what Tubby and Clara were up to with the tropical fruit, because at that moment the door burst open and a garish figure reeled in, squealing like a stuck pig, and hurled itself into my arms. The casual observer might have thought the Prince of Wales, undergoing an unfortunate experiment with his mustache and dressed in a confusing array of corsets and trousers, had finally succumbed to venereal disease and gone barking mad, had wandered into the Lotus House and was now running amuck through the halls. But I recognized the face of Arabella Cloud, one of my newest employees, and the favorite of Bowser, my regular Sunday afternoon customer.


“Good God, Arabella. What’s happened?”


Tears streaked her face and slid down into the wispy mustache pasted to her upper lip. “It’s Bowser, ma’am. He’s dead.”
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Bowser was indeed deceased, though it took some minutes to ascertain that fact, as I had to paw through a lace ruff the size of a barrel hoop to get at the pulse of the corpulent gentleman who lay sprawled across the four-poster in Arabella’s room.


I pressed my fingers into Bowser’s fleshy wattle, all the while issuing helpful advice like, “Breathe, you bloody bastard,” and, “Don’t die here, you thumping great whale,” but my admonitions had no effect. Bowser remained dead.


Bowser was a regular customer; a stout, tweedy old cove with a blue-veined nose who worked in the War Office. I called him Bowser because he panted a great deal, had the mournful eyes of a spaniel chastised for soiling the carpet and had a distressing tendency to hump the leg of any available female. He always arrived on Sunday afternoon, dressed in a sober dark suit and a top hat, and carrying under his arm the black leather case that signified the senior British civil servant. Come straight from the office, he’d told me years ago. It was the only time he could get any work done, without the ceaseless interruptions he had to endure Monday through Friday. Lotus House was his bit of fun. Bowser would settle in the salon with a drink and a cheroot, and Arabella would come tripping downstairs with a rakish air, brandishing a fake mustache and whiskers and bleating, “Hello, Mama, dear.” After a few draughts of brandy and soda, and a few minutes winking at Arabella and addressing her as “Dear boy,” Bowser would toddle up the stairs and down the hall to Arabella’s room, where he’d shed his suit and combinations, dress up as Queen Victoria in her mourning clothes (did she ever wear anything else?) and stimulate himself while he flogged Arabella and castigated her for her wanton ways and losses at the gaming tables. In this game, I’ve seen and done most everything (although every whore has at least one thing she won’t do), but even I found Bowser’s penchant for dressing up as our sovereign while a tart masqueraded as the wicked Prince Bertie a tad peculiar. However, he paid handsomely for the privilege, and who am I to judge my fellow man? What the prince consort would have thought of this little pantomime, I shudder to think, though I’m of the opinion it’s a good thing Albert died when he did; otherwise, he’d be remembered (despite Vicky’s attempts at beatification) as a pious prig with a thick accent. But I digress.


I closed the protruding brown eyes (not out of respect, but because their bulbous stare looked vaguely accusing), gently disengaged the riding crop from the spastic grip of the corpse, and said: “Tell me what happened, Arabella.”


Arabella was sniffling in the corner. She had Slavic cheekbones and breasts like the Caucasus, and as she had a flair for accents, excelled at playing Polish émigrés and impoverished Russian princesses. She wore a nifty set of trousers, too, and had become a favorite of Bowser’s shortly after she’d arrived on the steps of Lotus House six months ago.


Arabella’s great white bosom heaved. One side of her mustache had begun to droop. “Lord, I don’t know. One minute, he was shaming me for losing a hundred pounds at vingt-et-un and rogering Nellie Clifden on the grounds of Kensington Palace, and the next he was flat on the floor, flailing around like a dying goose and shouting for Mabel.”


“Mabel?”


“Mrs. Bowser, I reckon.”


The mention of the wife made me blanch. It was bad enough that a government bureaucrat had kicked the bucket in my establishment, which meant God knows what by way of interference and investigation into my affairs, but the poor sod also had a wife who’d have to hear the news somehow. Luckily, that was no concern of mine. For that matter, neither was the government’s loss. My only concern was getting Bowser out of the house.


“Listen to me, Arabella. If word of this gets out, I’ll be ruined.”


Arabella swiped at a tear that was trickling through the powder on her cheek and nodded dumbly.


“You don’t want to have to find another house, do you?”


“No, ma’am.”


“Good. Then see that you keep quiet and don’t say a word to any of the girls.” Bints are prone to gossip, and I knew that if one word escaped Arabella’s lips, the news that India Black had lost a customer would be all over London by teatime. It wouldn’t take long for some enterprising competitor of mine to whisper a word into the ear of the nearest peeler, and I’d have a serious problem. I needed to get Bowser (God rest his soul—somewhere else, of course) out of here as quickly as possible.


“Dry your eyes, Arabella, and fetch Mrs. Drinkwater.”


By the time Arabella had returned with the cook in tow, I’d succeeded in stripping the heavy black bombazine gown from the old codger and was removing a petticoat the size of a schooner’s sail from the limp body. Mrs. Drinkwater teetered over to help, and between us we peeled off the rest of Bowser’s costume until he lay stark naked on the carpet, then dressed him again in his own clothes. It was a bit like playing with a large, albeit cold and clammy, doll. Mrs. Drinkwater proved to be of considerable assistance in the matter, perhaps because she was oblivious to the indecency of the occasion, being blind drunk, though she wheezed and huffed like a bellows, all the while moaning about “the sort of work a respectable woman is required to do in this establishment.”


“What do we do now?” asked Arabella, when Bowser once again looked the dignified civil servant.


“Roll him up in the carpet and shove him under the bed,” I said. “We’ll move him after dark.”


“Move him where?”


“Down by the river. Someone will find his body by morning.”


Arabella recoiled in horror. “And what am I supposed to do until dark? I’m not staying here with a corpse under my bed.”


“You can stay in Nancy’s old room.”


“Why can’t we move the old geezer up to Nancy’s room, and I can have my own room back?”


Bints are so thoughtless. “Because Nancy’s room is on the third floor, and I don’t fancy hauling Bowser up and down stairs a dozen times today. He stays here.”


Bowser made an unwieldy bundle, stuffed into the carpet like a sausage in its casing. We pushed and shoved (with Mrs. Drinkwater exhaling copious clouds of gin-scented breath) until we’d managed to wedge our visitor under the four-poster. We emerged, huffing like we’d run the length of Great Russell Street with a bobby on our heels.


“Weighs a bloody ton,” Mrs. Drinkwater said, between gasps. “We’ll be lucky to get him down the stairs without dying ourselves.” The same thought had occurred to me.


I was pondering my predicament when the bell rang to announce a visitor to Lotus House. The three of us froze, Mrs. Drinkwater wheezing faintly and all of us gaping and looking guilty as hell, rather like a bad painting by Edwin Landseer entitled The Quarry Hears the Pursuit, or some such rot. I regained my composure first and poked Mrs. Drinkwater in the ribs.


“Go answer the door,” I said. It seemed the sensible thing to do. I didn’t think the local plod would be on the doorstep, as there wasn’t any reason yet for anyone to be suspicious, and it might be a paying customer.


Mrs. Drinkwater lurched off, mumbling something about fair wages for additional and extraordinary duties, which I ignored. Arabella and I waited for a considerable period of time while the cook plodded down the staircase. I heard the front door open and the murmur of low voices, then the ponderous tread of Mrs. Drinkwater ascending the stairs.


“Well?” I demanded in a whisper, when she’d reeled into the bedroom.


“It’s Reverend Calthorp, ma’am. He was hoping for a word with the young ladies.”


I groaned. I’ve no objections to clergy as a rule; some of my best customers are members of the cloth. But Reverend Charles Calthorp was no customer. He was a Low Church do-gooder of Gladstone’s ilk who’d committed his life to helping those less fortunate than himself, whether they wanted his assistance or not, and he’d decided that the girls in my house were ripe for conversion. He spent a good deal of time loitering about the place on Sunday afternoons, passing out tracts, staring at the décolletage surrounding him and blushing like a maiden aunt at the mention of unmentionables.


“Bloody hell,” I muttered. “Why me, Lord?” But as no answer was forthcoming from the Deity, I had to take matters into my own hands. “Show him into the salon, and give him a glass of sherry,” I instructed Mrs. Drinkwater. “Not the good stuff,” I added, as she exited. Calthorp wouldn’t know the difference between amontillado and giraffe piss.


I recinched my dressing grown and trotted off down the hall to find Mary, whose dewy, blond, virginal façade concealed a veteran fille de joie overly fond of the essence of juniper berry and laudanum. Her bedroom smelled like a gin palace and was dark as a tomb, the curtains drawn against the grey English sky. She was sleeping soundly, wrapped in a cocoon of quilts, snoring louder than a company of the Queen’s Own Highlanders.


I nudged her, none too gently, in the ribs. “Wake up, Mary. You’ve got a visitor.”


She stirred, mumbled, then burrowed farther into the pillows.


I prodded the bundled bedclothes with more force. “Come on, you lazy cow. He’s waiting.”


“I ain’t got no customers on the Sabbath.” Her voice was muffled by goose down. “Who is it?”


“Calthorp.”


Mary bolted upright, and the bed erupted, quilts ballooning into the air and tiny feathers wafting to the floor. “He ain’t no customer,” she said, nose quivering indignantly. “You’ve got a nerve, waking me up so I can entertain Charles Calthorp. Go spin the plates for him yourself.”


Ungrateful wench. Disrespectful, too. I should turn her out on the doorstep, but I needed a favor.


“I’d ask one of the other girls, but nobody is as good as you at handling him.”


It was true. Mary was a vicar’s daughter and had a great deal of experience at fending off the inquisitive paws of prebenderies and curates. And, being a vicar’s daughter, she can spout Old Testament claptrap with the best of them.


“Keep him occupied for an hour, and I’ll send Mrs. Drinkwater for a bottle of the finest for you.”


I left Mary happily contemplating an evening spent with her favorite companion, and headed back down the passage to Arabella’s room. I stopped short at the sight of the slight figure standing hesitantly in the hall outside Arabella’s door, hand reaching for the knob.


My heart gave a lurch. “Reverend Calthorp,” I sang out, a bit shrilly.


The figure started. “Miss Black,” Calthorp said, gesturing vaguely at the door to Arabella’s room. “I was told you were in here.”


Damn Mrs. Drinkwater. “You’re mistaken, sir. I asked that you be shown into the salon. Won’t you accompany me there now?”


He bowed stiffly. He looked the very image of the impoverished clergyman, in his ill-fitting suit of rusty black broadcloth and his seedy white collar, sleek brown hair brushed back over a high forehead, his brown eyes vague and doe-like behind gold-rimmed glasses.


We traipsed downstairs, me leading the way and sashaying my hips for the good vicar’s benefit and praying Mary wouldn’t take too long with her toilette. Mrs. Drinkwater had preceded us into the salon with a silver tray in her hands bearing a cordial glass and a decanter of the swill I offer the non-regulars, and was gazing round her with an air of bewilderment. Her face cleared when I ushered Calthorp into the room. She plonked the tray on a side table and sloshed a little of the sherry into the glass.


“Wondered where you’d got to,” she said to Calthorp, handing him the glass. “Here you are, Your Grace.”


Calthorp coloured at the elevation in rank. “Just plain ‘Reverend Calthorp’ will do, Mrs. Drinkwater.” He took the glass, nodded his thanks and seated himself on the sofa, after a careful inspection of the cushions and the antimacassars.


“I was hoping I’d find you in, Miss Black.”


I was at the window, staring at the leaden sky and calculating the hours until dusk. “I don’t provide services myself, Mr. Calthorp. It’ll have to be one of the girls.”


He blushed a fiery red, extracted a large, threadbare handkerchief from his breast pocket and mopped his brow. “I’d no intention of availing myself of your ‘services,’ as you so delicately phrased it, as I’m sure you well know.”


“Church need a new steeple, then?” My anxiety about the lifeless Bowser made me snappish. I made an attempt to rein in my irritation and be polite: even a Calthorp could turn into a customer. There may be men who pant after tarts for the purpose of saving their soul (that great booby Gladstone likes to prowl the cobbles for that very purpose, or so he says, but we all know better), but I’ve yet to meet any.


Calthorp had recovered himself. “I have come to ask you for money, Mrs. Black, but not for something trivial.” Here he stole a glance around the room, making sure I noted him gazing at the Turkey carpet, the crystal glasses on the bar, the silver candlesticks. “I’ve no doubt you could easily afford to share generously with those in need, should you so choose.”


“Charity begins at home, Reverend. I’m doing my bit to keep myself out of the parish workhouse, so as not to burden the well-to-do members of your flock.”


He brightened considerably. “Why, that’s the very thing I’ve come about. Seeing that these young women have some alternative to the life they live now; a way to earn a wage and support themselves so they needn’t debase themselves as, as…” Here he coughed delicately, though he needn’t have concerned himself with my feelings.


“Sluts?” I suggested. “Whores, prostitutes, bints?”


No actor was ever more punctual. Calthorp blushed, right on cue.


It is wearying to converse with a young man with an exaggerated sense of modesty. I’d be here all day, trying to winkle out what Calthorp wanted, while he tried to avoid calling attention to the fact that he was talking to a madam about prostitution. I had other things on my mind, such as disposing of that oversize corpse laid out in Arabella’s room.


“What is it you’ve come about, Mr. Calthorp?” I asked.


He composed himself, not without difficulty, and without meeting my eye, launched into a hurried exposition of his scheme for the bints, which amounted to finding a place for them with dressmakers, milliners and seamstresses and such, serving as apprentices to the trade while earning a small wage. This would provide them a living and allow them to enter the “society of decent citizens” (as Calthorp called it—I could have disillusioned him on that score, as dozens of those “decent citizens” regularly passed through the doors of Lotus House).


Most reformers are well-intentioned idiots, and Calthorp was a prime example of the species. My girls made more in a night at Lotus House than they could make in a month as a dressmaker’s apprentice, which is why so many of those very seamstresses and dressmakers moonlighted on the side as whores (“dollymops,” they’re called). Not to mention that a bint’s work involved no more than lying on her back (or in other positions) for a few hours each night, instead of working fourteen hours a day to deliver a dress to an arrogant biddy who would never, under any circumstances, admit a former whore to “decent society.” Ah, well. It’s not my allotted purpose in life to correct the Calthorps of this world; better to let them blunder along in their righteous idealism, having meetings, drinking tea and writing tracts: it gives them something to do.


Mary came flouncing in then and I escaped from Calthorp, leaving him earnestly expostulating his grand plan to her while she listened sympathetically and stroked his knee from time to time, to soothe him. I made a discreet little tippling motion to Mary to remind her of her reward and retreated to my study.


* * *


I spent the rest of the afternoon and the early evening hours pacing a slow circle in the carpet. The body upstairs exerted an unsettling influence on me. I had the oddest feeling that Lotus House was being watched, yet each time I drew aside the curtains and peered into the street, I saw nothing unusual. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that an unknown watcher waited outside. The fog thickened throughout the day, until visibility was restricted to only a few feet. The conditions were perfect for moving a corpse, but they also provided ample cover for anyone to observe the removal in secrecy.


I was much too nervous to eat anything, but I fortified myself for the night’s work with copious amounts of tea and the odd whisky and soda, and whiled away the hours behind the closed door of the study, leafing through the papers and eyeing the clock on the mantle. At last, the damned thing struck eleven, with a soft whirring of chimes, and I gathered a cloak, pinned on a hat and slipped out the back door into the alley.


Under less trying circumstances, I’d have sent one of the girls to fetch a cart and horse from the ostler down the lane, but I trusted no one else with this errand. The mist that had been falling most of the day still drifted down in a gauzy veil, and one of the city’s famous fogs had risen, so that walking through the streets felt like walking through a cloud. The moisture beaded on my cloak and dripped off my hat. The flaring gas lamps made a valiant, but feeble, effort to cut the gloom, but their light was limited to the few square feet below their posts, and great black shadows engulfed the distances between them.


I walked briskly, keeping a wary eye. I was known in this street, but that was no guarantee against a knock on the head, or worse. It’s a shame, isn’t it, when a mostly law-abiding citizen and woman of property doesn’t feel safe to walk the streets of London? And after all the publicity that little snoop Dickens had brought to the needy and the homeless, not to mention the criminal class. You think something would have been done by now about the crime rate and the appalling condition of the poor, but the politicians kept waving their Union Jacks, fretting over Ireland, swilling champagne and stuffing themselves with oysters, and couldn’t be bothered. In these circumstances, the astute madam entertained no illusions about the police being within a thousand yards of the neighborhood, and protected herself. An acquaintance of mine had provided me (at an exorbitant price, I might add) with a fine Webley British Bulldog, along with a number of lessons in its use, conducted in the forest a few miles from London and prying eyes. You may think the .442 caliber of the Bulldog to be too much to handle for a woman of my size, but I’m wiry (not to mention stubborn), and I had conquered the massive kick of the firearm. It is amazing what a woman can do if only she ignores what men tell her she can’t. If I do say so myself (and I seldom refrain from doing so), I’m a deuced fine shot, and if anyone feels inclined to meddle with me, he can expect some hot lead for his hubris. Consequently, while I was cautious, I was not frightened. The cold weight of my pistol in my purse comforted me.


I traversed a lonely stretch of pavement lined with shops that sold used clothing, mutton pies, secondhand furniture, and cheap tobacco, all shuttered for the night, with the faint glow of candles or lamps from the living quarters above leaking feebly into the street. The sidewalks were piled with rubbish, and the air smelled of horse dung, soot and grease. Most of the citizenry had retired for the night, but occasionally a shadow crossed a lighted window or a dim figure passed by on the opposite side of the street, appearing and disappearing like a conjurer’s phantom through the swirling mist. In the distance, a dog barked once, sharply, then fell silent. My footsteps echoed on the pavement.


I turned north into Pagan Alley and saw the dark silhouette of the steeple of a church outlined indistinctly against the faint orange glow of the city. Water had pooled among the uneven cobblestones so that I had to lift my skirts and thread my way carefully through the filthy puddles. The odor was nauseating: putrefying vegetables and excrement, the decomposing carcasses of rats (and only rats, I hoped) and rancid ale. The buildings on either side of the lane rose ominously overhead, rendering the alley perilously dark and desolate. But I was not alone.


On either side of the narrow passage, shapeless forms huddled in doorways or clustered together in an attempt to stay warm. Some of the figures stirred as I walked past; one or two stretched out a beseeching hand, as if by some instinct they realized the steps that passed belonged not to another unfortunate creature, but to someone who might part with a shilling or two (quite mistaken on that point, I assure you). My progress had slowed to a crawl; I had to inch forward to avoid stepping on any of the alley’s inhabitants, and I was sure that I was drawing close to my destination, though it was difficult to tell in the mist and smoke and darkness.


Behind me, a boot scraped the stones; there was a scuffling noise, a crash and a venomous oath split the air. I whirled round at the commotion, but it was impossible to see down the length of the alley. Around me, the sober sleepers bolted upright, while the drunks whimpered and moaned and thrashed about.


“Oi!” said a rough voice. “Watch where you’re walkin’, you great oaf.”


I heard a low murmur; the rough voice swore, grumbled and subsided. The alley’s inhabitants remained poised for a moment, sniffing the air, debating whether the ruckus heralded the arrival of the peelers to roust them out of their night’s accommodations, then hearing nothing further, as one body they turned in unison and resumed their slumbers.


I waited breathlessly for a moment, my eyes searching futilely through the inky blackness. Trying to dispose of a dead body and trawling through one of London’s most dangerous neighborhoods at midnight had made me a trifle jumpy. But there was nothing to see and nothing more to be heard, and so I turned to resume my slow journey through the passage.


A hand encircled my wrist, and a foul, gin-scented breath gusted around my face. “This ain’t no place for a lady to be at this time o’ night.” A soft laugh echoed off the glistening walls. “’Course, you bein’ no lady, you got no cause for concern.”


“Vincent, you little blighter,” I hissed, extracting my wrist from his grasp.


“What brings you out on a night like this, India?”


“I’ve a job for you. Is there somewhere we can talk privately?”


Vincent took possession of my wrist again and drew me along in his wake, stepping with caution among the sleeping figures until we reached the end of the alley and saw the dark bulk of St. Margaret’s looming before us.


“This way,” said Vincent, leading me past the entrance to the church and around the side to a set of stairs that disappeared into the gloom below street level. “Wait here,” my guide instructed me, and I heard him descend as cautiously as a cat, feeling his way down the steps. After a few moments, a sullen yellow glow filled the landing at the bottom of the stairs, and Vincent appeared with a bull’s-eye lantern in his hand, beckoning me to join him. He cracked open the door that led into the cellar of the church, and I followed him into a dank, airless passage that Vincent had adopted as his own. The light from the lantern revealed a roll of damp blankets, the end of a loaf of bread, a dried scrap of cheese, and a half-empty bottle of gin.


“Very cozy,” I said.


“It’ll do when my reg’lar lodgings at the Ritz ain’t available.”


Vincent set the bull’s-eye on the floor and sank gracefully to sitting position on the bedroll. “’Ave a seat, m’ dear,” he offered, like a gentleman, nudging the blanket beside him, “and tell me why you’ve walked out on such a night.”


The floor was streaked with grime, and the passage smelled of must and mildew. I’d no intention of getting my taffeta anywhere near the floor, nor the blanket either, which was likely home to a colony of fleas. “Thank you, no. I’ll only be a minute.”


Vincent shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He picked up a piece of wood and a knife, and began slowly planing its surface, affecting a cool disinterest in the purpose of my journey. In the lamplight, he looked all of ten years old, which he might well have been, though I believed him to be fourteen, at least, if not older; the lack of fresh air and decent food, sleeping rough and fighting to survive the streets of London tended to stunt the growth of most street urchins. The do-gooders were forever trying to whip up sympathy for the poor, rescuing some innocent with the face of an angel from the streets, washing his face, dressing him in a set of stiff new clothes, teaching him how to say the Lord’s Prayer and showing him off as the very model of an enlightened attitude toward the poverty-stricken. But the do-gooders would have taken one look at Vincent, averted their eyes and scuttled past.


He wasn’t cherubic, or handsome, sweet, kind or humble. He was toad-faced, quarrelsome and cunning, with the heart of a mercenary. His voice could crack windows, and he could drink a navvy under the table. There wasn’t a dirtier boy in London, and that’s saying something, that is. In summer, he attracted more flies than a Cairo camel market, and in winter you could just tolerate being in the same room with him provided the fire was low and the window cracked open. He was an incorrigible little snoop, as skilled as any of Her Majesty’s spies at ferreting out useful bits of information, and not at all reluctant to use what he’d learned to his advantage. If you wanted to know which bint had a history of relieving her clients of their valuables or attempting to extort money from their gentlemen callers, Vincent knew. I always vetted my girls with him; he was as good as an employment agency at winnowing the wheat from the chaff.


Further to his credit, he had his own code of ethics, which was unusual in a boy of the streets: he discharged with alacrity any commission he was given, gave value for the money received, only blackmailed those who deserved it and was as silent and inscrutable as the Sphinx about his activities. Consequently, I trusted him, which was why I was here now.


“I need a horse and cart,” I said.


“Tonight?” Vincent tested the blade of the knife with his thumb. “That’ll cost you.”


I opened my purse and fished out a handful of coins. “Bring it down the alley behind the house. Be quiet about it.”
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