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LONDON 1817

“It is a strange request, your lordship.” Mrs. Sarsgard stood from her chair behind her desk and wandered to the window. She looked out at the square where the light was fading. Golden light. A promise of yet another fine day for tomorrow. A clear summer with touches of rain.

“It is, ma’am, but one that I must insist on. If money is the issue...”

“No, your lordship. Money is not the issue. You are being most generous. I need to think as to who the right lady for you would be.”

“I must insist on total secrecy.”

“You need not concern yourself with that, sir. We honor everyone’s privacy here. You can use a false name if you wish.”

“Just Timothy please, Mrs. Sarsgard. I need to be me, in some respects. Just Timothy.”

“Very well, your lordship. Can I suggest Friday at eight o’clock?”

“That will be suitable, ma’am.”

She turned to look at him. 

“Thank you, your lordship.”

He stood, bowed, and left the room.

She remained deep in thought. Who would agree to his request? She had her doubts any of the women in her establishment would agree to his demand. He was a handsome man. Tall, and blond with the deepest piercing blue eyes she had ever known. But so sad. This request left her in a quandary. She returned to her desk and rang the bell. Her dear friend and business partner, Belle, came in. 

“Can you organize tea please, Belle?”

“Of course, Charlotte. Mrs. Fredricks has arrived. Shall I send her in?”

“Yes please, and have tea for two sent in.” 

That might just work.

***
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HANNAH KEPT HER HEAD down as the gentleman left Mrs. Sarsgard’s office. The heat rose to her face. She did not want to be recognized. Whoever he was, she had to keep her head down. At least her hat kept most of her head covered. Perhaps she had made a mistake in coming here? But what else could she do?

After a moment Miss Belle came back to her and asked her to come in to see Mrs. Sarsgard. She stood and slowly made her way into the office. Mrs. Sarsgard was standing behind her desk, immaculately dressed and looked to be in her thirties. Fine lace and silks of aquamarine. Her hair was curled in the latest fashion. But what surprised her most of all was she was so beautiful. Why with such beauty was she in the business? She mentally shook her head. Like her, she had her secrets, no doubt.  

“Please Mrs. Fredricks, come and sit down. I am about to have tea. Will you join me in a cup?”

“Yes please, Mrs. Sarsgard.”

“Charlotte. Please call me Charlotte.”

“Thank you, Charlotte.” She came over to the chair in front of the desk and sat down.

With no hesitation, Charlotte began. “Do you really think that this is the kind of job you can do?”

“I am a widow and I have nowhere else to turn.”

“But I am not a poor house, madam. Here you will need to work. Work most women would not like to be doing, even with their husbands.”

“If you cannot help me, then I am not sure what else I can do.”

“Your husband was Benjamin Fredricks?”

“Yes, he was.”

“Then I pity you, madam. The man was a beast.”

“You knew him?” A sigh left her lips. “Let me guess, he was a client.”

“Yes, he was, for a short time, but his behavior even disgusted us.”

“I should not be surprised.”

“Hannah. May I call you Hannah?”

“Yes, please do.”

“Then my dear, I will be frank.”

A knock at the door disturbed them.

Tea was brought in and placed on the desk in front of Charlotte. She kept her eyes down so as not to see who had come in, or the disapproving looks she knew would be leveled at her.

She kept her face turned downward.

Mrs. Sarsgard, Charlotte, stood as the person delivering the tea departed. She poured them both a cup and then sat down again.

“Your husband would beat my girls. I would not have such behavior, so we threw him out. I assume he did the same to you, but you could not get rid of him so easily. You keep your head buried, even now. Why?”

“I am embarrassed. I never thought I would find myself in this situation. Despite what he did to me, I had a home. But he left me nothing. I was not entitled to anything in his will. He did not count on a second wife.”

“Do not be embarrassed. I am not embarrassed, and I understand your plight. Sometimes as women we have no choice, as you well know. Then we must do what we must to survive. You wish to survive?”

“Yes, Charlotte.”

“Then, I think that we can help each other. You are not my usual type of young lady but needs must.” Charlotte nodded.

“What do you mean?”

“I have a difficult situation that I need to deal with. A lord who has a particular request that is somewhat unusual. And yourself who really does not want to be here but needs help. If you want to continue to work after we have finished with the lord, then you may.”

She was about to interrupt Mrs. Sarsgard but did not. The madam raised her hand to quieten her.

“You wish to survive but, my dear, you have been dealt a vicious blow. So, I am asking you to help this lord. The gentleman who just left here.”

“I did not look to see who he was Charlotte, as I did not want to be recognized.”

“That is good. His request is quite specific. And if you agree to do as I suggest, then you both might be saved from any further embarrassment. I will provide you with a special room which you may live in. In that room you can make yourself comfortable. Make it your home. But you will have this lord come to you. He will be your only client, for the time being.” 

“Dare I ask what he wants me to do, which requires me to be seeing no other clients?”

“Ah, that is the beauty of it, Hannah. He only wishes to talk.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Yes, talk. A strange request but one I understand. Will you accept?”

“Talk, you say. He will want me to listen, I assume. It seems strange, even somewhat peculiar. But yes, I think I can do that. Can I ask why?”

“Yes and no. He will speak to you as to his reasons. And I believe if you are open with him about your own situation, things may arise which will see both of you able to remove the stains on your persons, at this moment. Maintain the secrecy but tell him the truth.”
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