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      No one who had seen Miss Sarah Brereton as a child would have taken her for a heroine. She was a well-behaved girl, affectionate and active, given to rolling hoops and running races with the gardener’s children. Her upbringing was neither intellectual nor revolutionary, being designed to make her what she was destined to be: the well-bred wife of a gentleman of means. That she had failed to achieve this goal was not the fault of her family but derived from some flaw in her character: at sixteen, Miss Brereton had fallen in love with her brother’s fencing master and eloped, ruining forever her chances at respectability and marriage. Seeking to contain the damage, Sir William Brereton disowned his daughter and forbade to have her name mentioned. With the girl as good as dead, the honor of the Breretons was restored to a near-unsullied state. The family went on much as before.

      In this, Sir William was particularly prudent. Society is harsh to those contaminated by the breath of female indiscretion. Should he have suffered his neighbors to whisper after him in ballrooms, or permitted his daughter’s misjudgment to spoil her brother’s chance at an advantageous marriage? Sir William saw no reason to waste further resources upon a child who had so lightly and ungratefully disposed of her virtue. He washed his hands of the girl; his heir did the same.

      For society exists to suffer revelry in men, reward virtue in women, and to promote and protect the sanctity of marriage as the best instrument to secure property. Even in the Royal family these distinctions are observed. The Princes carouse as they please; only the Prince of Wales married young, and that marriage, to a Catholic widow, drove his Royal father to the madhouse and removed the prince from succession. There was no doubt that marriage and family had tamed the Prince’s most exuberant impulses; one had only to look at the excesses of his brothers. And the Queen Regent took care to arrange marriages for her six daughters as early as she might, in the belief that an unmarried woman, even a Royal one, was always in danger of corruption.

      By such examples is a nation led. Women learn early that unblemished virtue is the brightest jewel in their adornments. Young men learn that any girl with a question about her may be ripe for the plucking. And families know the dire consequences which any breech of feminine virtue may bring to them. Once her reputation is lost, a woman might as well adopt a nom d’amour and resign herself to a life of whoredom. Reputation, more than virtue itself, must be protected.

      This laudable goal is sometimes achieved with pistol or sword in a private meeting at dawn. Sometimes it is achieved through the power of a bit of information brought to light, or a secret well hidden. Miss Sarah Tolerance, who had begun her life as Sarah Brereton, was of the opinion that a woman who makes her living by the acquisition and protection of information had best keep her pistols primed and her sword edged and ready.

      Miss Tolerance had been set down by a hackney coach in Fleet Street at Whitefriars, not far from Bridewell Prison. Even at six in the morning the streets around the prison were thronged, both with victualers who were fetching in provisions, and with the hangers-on of prisoners. The street was clamorous: vendors and visitors yelled to each other; the prisoners screamed out at the windows. The stench of too many persons packed tight together—few of them given to bathing—vied with odors from the prison sewer. In the crowd whores and pickpockets moved freely; every brief stir or outcry meant busy fingers at work.

      Miss Tolerance followed Whitefriars toward Salisbury Square, happy that she had no business at the prison today. The morning fog was burning off, leaving thin, coal-hazed sunlight and a damp breeze in its wake. She turned left and through the arched entrance to Hanging Sword Alley, where many of London’s salles d’armes were to be found. Half-way down the street she entered a building much papered over with bills advertising cures for pox and fever, and climbed to the second floor. She had barely raised her hand to knock when the door was opened by a scrawny, spry man quite old enough to be Miss Tolerance’s grandfather. His face was narrow, his eyes small and bright blue, and his lopsided jaw gave him a comical look. His white hair was worn in an old-fashioned queue bound with black ribbon. He wore breeches, shirt, and waistcoat, and was stocking-footed. He looked in turn and without surprise at Miss Tolerance’s unusual attire: men’s breeches, boots, and coat, and a sword hanging at her left hip.

      “Come ready, have you?” The old man grinned. “Come in, then, Miss T., and let’s to work.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Blaine.” Miss Tolerance shed her coat and removed her boots.

      Mr. Richard Blaine’s fencing salle was not the most celebrated in London; Mr. Blaine himself was not an extraordinary fencer. He was, however, an excellent teacher and, quite as much to the point, he was willing to have Miss Tolerance bout with him when she had the time. That she paid for her lessons was, he assured her, beside the point. It was a pleasure to him to fence with a pretty girl, particularly one who could teach him a trick or two.

      “If that is so, perhaps you ought to be paying me?” Miss Tolerance stretched and lunged, feeling her chilled muscles begin to warm.

      “Ah, but there’s the rent on this magnificent space,” Mr. Blaine said quickly.

      “And the upkeep of the magnificent Mrs. Blaine and your grandchildren,” Miss Tolerance agreed. “I don’t begrudge the shilling, Mr. Blaine. Now, sir, are you ready?”

      The two fencers saluted each other briskly and went to it. Mr. Blaine was, by his nature, a quick and dramatic fencer given to sudden inspiration. After a flurry of attacks in the high line, he lunged for Miss Tolerance’s left hip; Miss Tolerance parried in sept with enough force to knock Mr. Blaine’s sword from his hand, and had her point at his throat before he could move. Blaine laughed; Miss Tolerance dropped her point and permitted him to retrieve his blade.

      “A neat touch, Miss T!”

      They returned to work.

      Within a quarter hour Miss Tolerance’s shirt clung damply to her back and her face was flushed with exertion. Mr. Blaine had ceased his regular stream of quips and comments and saved his breath for his work. Both fencers were grinning with the pleasure of hard work well done, and so involved that neither one heeded the first, or even the second knock on the door. At the third, Miss Tolerance dropped her point and stepped back. “Someone is here, sir.”

      Blaine dropped his own point and looked to the door.

      “Sit and rest you, Miss T. I’ll return in just a moment.” Mr. Blaine put down his foil, wiped his face and hands with a spotted kerchief, and went to the door. Miss Tolerance dropped onto a bench and wiped her own face and hands, paying no attention to Mr. Blaine’s conversation until the visitor in the doorway shoved the old man into the room and advanced upon him threateningly.

      “You’ll give me what I come for, you mick sharper! You and them false tats! You ain’t comin’ over me—” The man was square-jawed, square-built, and grubby. His color was high, and in his maroon coat he resembled a bad-tempered brick.

      Mr. Blaine held out a placating hand. “Mr. Wigg, I tell you true, I keep no money here. I could not return your money even were I of a mind to do so. And as the dice I used were honest as the dawn—” Mr. Blaine spoke quietly, the only sign of distress a Killarney lilt to his speech that Miss Tolerance had never detected before.

      “Is there a problem, sir?” Miss Tolerance rose to her feet and spoke clearly, as calm as her fencing partner.

      If Mr. Wigg was startled to find a witness in the salle, he did not permit it to distract him from his quarry. “You took seventeen shillin’ off me,” he said to Blaine. “Ain’t no one could do that but they was cheatin’.”

      Miss Tolerance stepped closer. “Is it the sum that troubles you, sir? I have known thousands of guineas to change hands at dicing, with quite honest dice. What makes you believe that Mr. Blaine’s dice were fixed?”

      This time Mr. Wigg turned his head. “You’ll keep out of it,” he snarled.

      Then he stopped, dumbstruck, taking in the sight of Miss Tolerance. Her dark hair was pulled back from her face and plaited; her waistcoat covered the most obvious evidence of her gender. Still, it was clear to anyone with an eye to see it that Miss Tolerance was a female in the costume and occupation of a man. Mr. Wigg looked as appalled as a man who has found half a worm in his apple.

      “You keepin’ a nuggery, now?” he snarled at Blaine.

      “Merely a fencing school, Mr.—Wigg?” Miss Tolerance said “It is very nervy of you indeed, insulting a man with a sword—and his student. But I suppose you think we will not offer much resistance to your bullying.”

      Mr. Blaine looked at Miss Tolerance warily, as if he was not certain her interference was wise. Miss Tolerance was not to be intimidated; she had taken Mr. Wigg in dislike. Mr. Wigg appeared to return the feeling.

      “Have you evidence that Mr. Blaine’s dice were fixed?”

      Wigg faltered, then turned back to Blaine. “Seventeen shillin’ you took off me, and I want it back. Wiv interest!”

      “I haven’t got it, I told you,” Blaine said. “I would be happy to permit you to win the money back, or even to have you come at another time to discuss⁠—”

      “So you can ‘ave a bunch of bully-boys ready to crush me skull for me? The ‘ell with that. You’ll give me my money or I’ll take it out your skinny ‘ide.” Wigg stepped forward again, towering over Mr. Blaine.

      “Do you prefer to handle this yourself, sir, or may I assist?” Miss Tolerance asked politely.

      This appeared to be more than Mr. Wigg could stand. “You? ‘Elp? I’ll soon teach you to mind your place, you whore!”

      “There have been a good number of gentlemen who have tried to do so, sir. Curiously, none has yet managed it.” Miss Tolerance took a relaxed stance in the center of the room, her sword point down.

      “Don’t think that cheese-toaster’ll ‘elp you,” Wigg warned. “What you need’s the sense beat into you.” He glanced around him nonetheless and made for a rack of weapons near the window. He swung back to Miss Tolerance with a rapier in his hand. He had chosen badly, she noted; while none of Mr. Blaine’s swords were untended, this was an old blade, the grip too small for Wigg’s beefy hand. Mr. Blaine made a noise of professional dismay at the mismatch of man and blade.

      “Forgive me, Mr. Blaine. Do I interrupt? Would you prefer that I step back?”

      Blaine shook his head. “He appears to wish for death, this fellow. Do what you must, Miss T.” He sat down on a bench and wiped his face again.

      Wigg hefted the sword in his hand and charged at Miss Tolerance. He had, perhaps, hoped to frighten her. He misjudged his opponent; she stepped away from his charge, spun and brought the flat of her sword up against his backside with a sold thwack. Wigg stumbled forward, caught himself on the wall, and turned back to her.

      “I’ll have that damned thing off you!” he roared. This time he advanced upon her deliberately, swinging his sword from side to side, his other hand outstretched.

      “If you grasp my blade, sir, please be careful. I keep it very sharp.”

      Wigg was not cautioned. He continued forward until Miss Tolerance cut in sixte to stop his blade moving, stepped in and delivered a sharp blow to his sword hand which knocked the blade to the floor.

      Wigg jumped backward, looking wildly from side to side, apparently for another case of swords, but Miss Tolerance stood between him and any other weapons. Behind him was only the door to the salle. This seemed to enrage Mr. Wigg enough to defeat all common sense; he began to advance, swordless, upon his opponent. Miss Tolerance, who had no real desire to skewer the man, stood her ground until he was a little less than five feet away, then brought her point up to his throat. In so doing, she slit the flying tail of his neckerchief.

      “Please stop.” Her tone was mild.

      Wigg stood, looking cross-eyed at her swordpoint, then followed the blade back to Miss Tolerance. She stood, strong-armed but relaxed, looking at him with an expression of polite interest.

      “Hell,” he said. He turned his head a little to look to Mr. Blaine. “’ide behind the whore’s skirts, do you?”

      Miss Tolerance pushed her point very gently forward. “I cannot tell you how much I dislike behind called whore, Mr. Wigg.”

      “Beg your pardon,” Wigg muttered, eying her point again.

      “Spoken like a gentleman. Now, you are done with your business here. You have lodged your complaint with Mr. Blaine, he has given you his answer, and I think you ought to go off and break your fast somewhere. Everything will look better after you have eaten, I’m sure. Perhaps you will drink my health?” She paused to put a hand in her breeches’ pocket and drew out a coin. “Coffee, I would suggest. In the future you will know to avoid dice games.”

      Wigg stepped forward to accept the copper and was briefly brought up short by the point of Miss Tolerance’s blade. She withdrew the point and dropped the coin into his hand.

      “The door is there, sir.” She nodded her head in that direction. Wigg backed toward the door, looking malignly first at Blaine and then at Miss Tolerance. When he reached the door he put Miss Tolerance’s coin into his own pocket. Then, looking very sour, he turned and thundered down the stairs.

      “Well.” Mr. Blaine exhaled. “That was exciting, sure.”

      “I generally prefer my excitement after breakfast,” Miss Tolerance said. “Do you often have men coming to accuse you of cheating?”

      Blaine grinned. “’Tis the first time,” he allowed. “I’d have thought him too far gone in the drink to have noticed anything. I’ll have to be rid of them tats, indeed.”

      Miss Tolerance could not decide whether to chide or laugh. “Mr. Blaine, I am very disappointed in you. A man of your years, and a grandfather.”

      “Miss T., I shall try to do better.”

      “Will you throw away your crooked dice, sir, or only endeavor not to be caught out again?”

      Blaine chuckled. “You’re a caution, Miss T., you are that.”

      Miss Tolerance agreed that perhaps she was. She was not likely to reform a man old enough to be her grandfather. “Well, sir, if you have had sufficient rest, are you ready to resume?”
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        * * *

      

      Another half an hour with Mr. Blaine and Miss Tolerance departed, streaming with sweat and pleasantly tired. She made her way through the crowds in Salisbury Square and returned to Manchester Square, where she lodged in a cottage behind her aunt’s establishment. Mrs. Dorothea Brereton was the proprietor of one of the most refined and celebrated brothels in the city, and mornings were a busy time there, with patrons to be sent upon their way, staff to be fed, and mountains of linens to be gathered for the laundress. Not wishing to add to the servant’s burden, Miss Tolerance sent a request for hot water for bathing “when quite convenient.” Miss Tolerance broke her fast with bread and cheese and a mug of coffee, bathed, and dressed again, this time in clothing appropriate to her sex. A little past eleven she left her cottage, wearing a steel-blue walking dress and a neat straw bonnet, and headed toward Henry Street and the handsome Palladian structure which housed Tarsio’s Club.

      Tarsio’s was remarkable in that it was the only establishment of its sort whose membership included both men and women. Nor did the membership committee make respectability its first concern; so long as a member was able to pay the commons fees and charges and conform to the establishment’s rules, anyone—courtesan, MP, actress, lawyer, even a poet—might belong. For Miss Tolerance, who preferred to keep business away from her cottage and from her aunt’s establishment, membership in Tarsio’s provided a neutral place to meet with clients. As she had lately been unemployed, she made it a point to spend a part of her day there, available for consultation.

      She moved through the busy streets, dodging between a flower girl and a dairyman who, backs to each other, were crying their wares as they approached collision. The chill of the morning had warmed away with the increasing sunshine. Mingled with the smells of ordure, human sweat, and fish from the barrow just now being pushed past, Miss Tolerance detected a green scent. Spring was coming to London. She stepped across a gutterful of muck and turned onto Henry Street.

      At Tarsio’s she was greeted by the hall-porter, Corton, a large, older man whose respectable demeanor put the lie to Tarsio’s raffish reputation.

      “I hope I see you well today, miss.”

      “You do, Corton. Very well, as I hope you are. Any messages?”

      Corton shook his head with genuine regret. Miss Tolerance, when in funds, tipped well. “Nothing yet today, Miss. Was you expecting something?”

      Miss Tolerance shook her head. “Expecting? No. Hoping, perhaps.”

      “Hope’s the great thing, miss. Will you require anything today?”

      Miss Tolerance bespoke a pot of coffee and made her way upstairs to the first floor and the Ladies’ Salon. In one corner of this spacious chamber she observed a game of whist played with quiet ferocity by a quartet of lady-essayists. In another, two very expensive females sat with their heads close together, likely exchanging trade secrets. Miss Tolerance took a chair by a window, turned it to face the door, and opened the Times before her.

      She finished her coffee and read both the Times and the Post over the next two hours. There was nothing left to read within reach, and Miss Tolerance was thinking that if she must rise to seek some other reading material she might as well return home, when Corton appeared beside her and murmured that a lady was inquiring for her.

      “What sort of lady?” She would see her visitor regardless, but often found the porter’s impressions useful.

      “A real lady, miss. A bit anxious about the eyes.”

      A real lady in a state of anxiety bode well for business and thus for Miss Tolerance’s pocket-book. She directed Corton to bring the visitor up.

      She was a pretty woman, several years younger than Miss Tolerance and several inches shorter, dressed with elegance in a walking suit of snuff-colored twill. The curls visible under her deep-poked bonnet were a soft golden-brown, and her eyes were large, brown and, as Corton had said, anxious. Miss Tolerance had the impression of a gentlewoman with money, taste, and a problem.

      She rose and curtsied. Her visitor curtsied likewise, and looked around the room.

      “This is very pleasant,” she said, as though she had not expected to find it so.

      “It is, ma’am. Now, no one here pays the least attention to anyone else, but if you would prefer to take your business to a more private place⁠—”

      “Is that what is done?” The woman looked around again. The nearest persons were seated a dozen paces away and appeared absorbed in their own conversation. “You will know best, of course, but if you are comfortable I beg we will not move for my sake.”

      Miss Tolerance rarely encountered such a degree of consideration from prospective clients; the woman was very anxious indeed.

      “Let us sit here, then. May I offer you some wine? Tea, then?” Miss Tolerance took her chair again and gestured to her visitor to sit. She took a moment to order tea, then turned back to her visitor.

      “Now, how am I to help you, ma’am? Perhaps we may begin with what you would like me to call you.” Miss Tolerance placed a mental wager that the lady would not give her real name.

      “I am Mrs. Brown.” The name did not roll from her tongue.

      A point to me, Miss Tolerance thought. “How may I help you, Mrs. Brown?”

      “I was told by—by a mutual acquaintance—that you are able to find things. People.”

      Miss Tolerance nodded. “Is this acquaintance a former client of mine, ma’am?” Mrs. Brown nodded. “I hope you will convey to her—or him—my gratitude for this confidence. And you have lost…someone?”

      Mrs. Brown nodded. A fuller reply was delayed by the arrival of the tea tray and the pleasant ritual by which the drink was dispensed. When Miss Tolerance had poured her own tea and moved the plate of biscuits closer to her guest, Mrs. Brown began again.

      “Can you find a lost girl?”

      Miss Tolerance had been expecting to hear of a husband lost to the fleshpots or a brother on the run from the bailiffs. Little girls of good family were not allowed to stray.

      “How old is the child? Where was she lost?”

      Mrs. Brown blushed. “I misspoke. She is not a child but a young lady. She is sixteen.”

      Miss Tolerance was briefly relieved. A child lost for more than a few hours suggested kidnapping, ransom, death. A missing young lady of sixteen was a wholly different matter, and generally a problem more sordid than sinister.

      “She has eloped?” Miss Tolerance was gentle.

      Mrs. Brown nodded.

      “Can you tell me the circumstances? Are you acquainted with the man?”

      “I don’t believe so.” The woman looked down at her hands. “I have not been so much in my sister’s confidence since I married. But I should never have thought⁠—”

      No one does. “Of course not. Perhaps you will tell me how you learned of the elopement?”

      “She left a note. It was—” Mrs. Brown flushed. “She had quarreled with our father that morning, and the note was very…severe.”

      “May I see it?”

      “The note? Oh.” The woman looked distressed. “Oh, dear. I do not have it.”

      Miss Tolerance suppressed a sigh. “Do you recall what the note said, Mrs. Brown?”

      “Oh, yes.” She pursed her lips and frowned. “It said that she could no longer remain in the house under my father’s harsh rule—that was the phrase she used—and that she knew her own best happiness would be secured with someone who loves her. She apologized to my brothers and to me for any pain her elopement would cause. I believe that was the whole of it.”

      “Your memory is excellent. Can you tell me if her writing appeared hurried or forced?”

      “Oh, no. I didn’t see the note.” Mrs. Brown’s brows drew together. “My father was in a great rage; he read the letter aloud to us, then crumpled it up, shoved it into his pocket, and locked himself in the office.”

      Father is given to melodrama. Miss Tolerance felt a stir of anger on behalf of Mrs. Brown’s vanished sister. “Perhaps, ma’am, if you can tell me the exact sequence of events which led to that moment? Start with the beginning of the day.”

      “Sir—my husband and I are visiting in my father’s house. He—my husband—went out very early. I did not leave my room until about ten that morning; my sister had taken her breakfast downstairs with my father, as was usual. By the time I came downstairs Father was closeted in his office. I had to go to my hat maker’s, and called to Evie—my sister’s name is Evadne—to see if she wished to come with me; she came out from the schoolroom to say no, and that is the last I saw of her. I went out, and when I came back Evie was gone.”

      “You knew that at once?”

      “At once? No.” Mrs. Brown tilted her head. “I had a little headache and went upstairs to rest. Later I went up to the schoolroom to show Evie the hat I had bought. She was not there, but I was not much concerned; her governess and I thought she must be in the garden, or in the kitchen teasing ginger knots from the cook.”

      “I take it she was neither place?” Miss Tolerance tried to imagine a girl who begged sweets in the kitchen one moment and eloped in the next.

      “No, but we didn’t learn that until—but I am ahead of my story. I had some letters to write, and went down to the little parlor I use when I visit. I had been there perhaps a half hour when my father came from his office in a great state, calling us to him and waving the letter.”

      “Your father read the letter to you,” Miss Tolerance suggested.

      Mrs. Brown nodded. “When we had gathered to hear him, yes.”

      “The letter said nothing about marriage?”

      “Not specifically, but it is my hope—” Mrs. Brown looked very troubled. “Miss Tolerance, I am sure you hear such stories every day, and I know I have said I have not been much in my sister’s confidence in the five years since I married. But Evie is not a light-minded girl, and I should have said that her principles were strong.”

      “Even the strongest-minded girl may find the combination of fancied love and an argument with a parent powerful enough to outweigh her principles—for a time.” Miss Tolerance was brisk. “A few questions, if you please. You say your father called out. To whom?”

      “To me, of course. And my older brother, and Miss—the governess. Father waited until we had gathered around him in the hall outside his office and then he read the letter.”

      “That seems a peculiarly public place to read so delicate a letter.”

      “My father was beside himself, Miss Tolerance. I am sure he had no thought for where he was or⁠—”

      “Perhaps so,” Miss Tolerance said. “Well, then. Is there any man for whom your sister might have fancied affection? A dancing master or art teacher? A childhood beau or the brother of a friend?” To each of these Mrs. Brown shook her head. “The governess knows of none?”

      Again Mrs. Brown looked stricken. “My father turned Miss Nottingale off⁠—”

      “—in a rage,” Miss Tolerance finished. “He was very thorough, your father. Mrs. Brown, I mean no criticism, but are you certain that your father wants your sister returned to you?”

      “I am certain he does not,” Mrs. Brown said sadly. “He has refused to have her returned. When he heard of what happened my brother John wished to go after her and bring her back⁠—”

      “Your brother John is not the brother who was there to hear the reading of the letter?”

      Mrs. Brown was momentarily confused by the question. “No, that was—I am sorry, Miss Tolerance. I am not used to thinking out a story to tell it straight. It was my older brother Henry who was there; my brother John does not live in my father’s house. As I say, John wanted to go after Evie, but my father forbade it in the strongest possible terms. He threatened to cut my brother off if he did so! Miss Tolerance, this does not paint my father in an amiable light, I know, but⁠—”

      “It is an attitude more common than flattering,” Miss Tolerance said. “And one quite familiar to me. You take a risk, then, in seeking your sister.”

      Mrs. Brown looked at Miss Tolerance without confusion or fluttering. “I am married. My father no longer controls what I do. What sort of sister would I be if I allowed Evie to go into the world unprotected, liable to insult and danger?”

      Miss Tolerance smiled. “You are clearly of a better sort than that, ma’am. I honor you for your concern, and will do my best to help you.”

      “You can find her?”

      “I can try. Now, Mrs. Brown, I understand that you do not wish to give your real name—” Miss Tolerance waved away the other woman’s protest. “’Tis quite a common thing. For now, I will not require you to divulge it, but you should know that secrecy hampers my ability to interview persons who might be of use to us—the servants in your father’s house, for example. This will likely result in a higher cost to you.”

      “The cost is not important,” Mrs. Brown said at once. “But I have risked as much as I dare in coming to you.”

      “I understand, ma’am. Can you at least tell me the neighborhood in which your father’s house is located? There are dozens of coaching inns in London, and I must have some way to narrow their number. And I shall need a description of your sister. I do wish you knew the name of her lover—” Mrs. Brown flinched at the word—” but we will do what we may with what we have.”

      “My father’s house is in Duke of York Street. As for a description—” Mrs. Brown reached into her reticule and brought out a small package wrapped in linen which she offered to Miss Tolerance. “Will this help? It was done a year ago, as a present from my father; the likeness is thought to be rather good.”

      The package contained a small painting in a porcelain frame, the sort suited for display on a table or shelf. Miss Tolerance examined the portrait. It showed two young women, both fair-haired and rosy, one blue-eyed, the other brown. They were dressed alike in white muslin gowns, and each wore a gold locket on a chain. Mrs. Brown was the shorter and more delicate of feature; she looked directly at the artist with a demure smile. Her sister was considerably younger, and apparently several inches taller; her hair was more golden, and she was rounder of chin and more ebullient of nature. The artist had depicted her laughing, one hand upon her sister’s shoulder in a graceful expression of affection.

      “Who painted this, ma’am?”

      “Mr. Hoppner. T’was painted only a sixmonth before he died. Evie would hardly sit still, but you see he caught her very nicely.”

      “It is a lovely portrait. May I borrow it for a few days? I will undertake to return it to you as soon as I may, but it will be useful to be able to show it when I am inquiring for your sister.”

      Mrs. Brown nodded. “That is why I brought it.”

      Miss Tolerance looked again at the pretty, laughing girl in the portrait. “She is charming looking.” She reflected that it might take very little time for the girl’s looks and high spirits to be ruined along with her name. “How long has she been gone?”

      “Ten days.” Mrs. Brown looked down. “Miss Tolerance, you said you honored me for my concern, but I must tell you it took me several days to summon the resolve to come to you. I am not proud of it, but I love my father, and the habit of obedience is strong.”

      Miss Tolerance, dismayed that so long a time had been permitted to elapse, sighed. “I understand those habits, ma’am. You need not reproach yourself, but from now on I hope you will tell me anything you learn more timely. Now, the day is half gone, and I should probably be out upon your business while I may. A few things first.” When she outlined her fees her opinion of Mrs. Brown’s station was confirmed. The woman agreed without hesitation to three guineas a day, plus expenses.

      “And how shall I contact you, when I have news to report?”

      Mrs. Brown’s face fell. She had clearly not considered this consequence of anonymity. Miss Tolerance was moved to contrive a solution.

      “If you wish to call here, or to have a servant do so every day or so, I will leave any messages addressed for you with the porter.”

      Mrs. Brown nodded. The expression of anxiety which she had worn at the beginning of their meeting had been replaced with one of confidence. Miss Tolerance would have found that touching had she been more certain of her ability to find, in a city of more than a million, one gently-reared girl of sixteen years.
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      Miss Tolerance was by nature inclined to occupation. It was only a few hours past noon, and while she had an engagement that evening, she was thriftily aware of how much of Mrs. Brown’s business might be accomplished before that time. It was regrettable that Mrs. Brown knew so little and had been unwilling to reveal all of what she knew; the girl’s family name would likely have been a help, and information from the household staff might have resolved the matter instantly. Dismissing the governess was a fine way to encourage the servants to silence; perhaps that had been the aim of the girl’s choleric father. Finding a dismissed governess was likely to be as protracted a task as finding the girl herself.

      Lacking recourse to the servants Miss Tolerance’s first chore, and it was like to be a lengthy one, was to inquire at coaching inns. For the purpose she invented a pretty story of a country cousin alit at the wrong inn, with herself in the role of anxious relative. She walked briskly toward Picadilly, where she inquired first at the White Bear and the White Horse. They were closest to Duke of York Street, and while she felt that it was a chancy thing to elope from an inn so close to the bride’s home, she did not know that Miss Evadne and her seducer would have felt the same caution. She showed the portrait round at each inn but had no satisfaction, and asked an ostler to hire a chair to take her to the more distant precincts of Aldgate (the Saracen’s Head) and Fleet Street (the Bolt and Tun), where east-bound carriers were found. Again she showed the portrait in the stables and taproom, asking for word of “my poor sweet cousin Evie.” She did not specify why she was seeking the girl in the picture; a liberal application of silver generally served to divert attention from any holes in her story. The tapsters and stableboys in both houses disclaimed any knowledge of the girl, nor did inquiry yield any suggestion more than that she should ask any of the old women who sat in the taproom with the attitude of habitués. Miss Tolerance reminded each of the persons she spoke to that she could be reached through Tarsio’s Club on Henry Street, and hinted broadly at a significant reward.

      Then she took herself to Ludgate Hill and the Bell Savage, where she had an acquaintance with the owner. Mrs. Wallace ran a small empire from her office above the coffee room. The inn was an enormous structure built around a courtyard where coaches arrived and departed on the quarter-hour. The stables took up one full wall of the courtyard, with a hurly-burly of ostlers, drivers and passengers milling about the yard. Miss Tolerance made her way through the throng and into the coffee room, where several dozen persons—travelers just off the stage, or waiting for the next departure—took their meals with one eye upon the door, waiting for the announcement that the coach was leaving. As she had expected, neither the barman nor the maid would tell her a thing until they had Mrs. Wallace’s leave to do so.

      Miss Tolerance was pointed to the narrow staircase just behind the bar, and found herself in the hall outside Mrs. Wallace’s office, in time to see the lady scolding one of her maids.

      “…and if I iver catch you doing such a thing again, Sukey Pitt, it’s oot on the road you’ll be, sae fast t’will make your arse burn. It makes me nae mind what your uncle did in his taproom—this is the Bell Savage, and we doon’t water the whisky. Na, fetch up a bottle of wine for me and my guest and be smart aboot it!” Casually, Mrs. Wallace boxed the girl’s ear before she sent her off down the hallway.

      Mrs. Wallace waved Miss Tolerance into the room. “Ye’ll have some wine, I hope? Na that idiot child has gone off to fetch it for us?”

      “Thank you, ma’am. I shall.” Miss Tolerance took the seat she was offered. The office was a narrow rectangle, its windows facing into the busy courtyard. Two tables were both stacked high with papers, ledgers, and strong-boxes. The smell of coffee and ale mingled, not unpleasantly, with the earthy smells of the stables below, and with Mrs. Wallace’s lingering scent of lavender. The hosteliere was a short, bony woman of advancing years with a ruddy complexion. She had a fondness for turbans which hid her thinning gray hair, and wore today’s turban with a dress of purple bombazine.

      “Na, to what d’I ooe the honor?”

      “Why, I have come to beg some information from your staff, ma’am, which they quite rightly will not give me until you have said they may.” Miss Tolerance took the glass which Mrs. Wallace passed her and sipped at the wine, a light, earthy claret.

      “What sart of information?” Mrs. Wallace drank her own wine down in a gulp and put her glass down on the table with a force which seemed intended to shatter it.

      “Only if anyone in your coffee room saw a young woman waiting for a coach sometime in the last fortnight?”

      “Runaway?”

      “It is possible. She is not suspected of anything criminal.”

      “Ach, weel. I don’t suppose there’s any harm to it.”

      “Rather a considerable good.” Miss Tolerance took up her reticule. “Indeed, Mrs. Wallace, I would be grateful to the tune of⁠—”

      Mrs. Wallace waved her hand. “Keep your sil’er for them as need it, Miss Tolerance. That lad at the bar doonstairs will be grateful, I’m sure, although I’ve little faith he’ll have noticed anything. Not the observing sart. You’re going to all the coaching inns? That’ll give ye a good several days’ work. You’ll do better asking the auld bawds that wait to collect stray girls, rather than the ostlers and tapmen. Or seek her in places like that Rillington woman’s reformatory. I’ll give ye that advice for gratis. You and me air wimmen o’ business, and must stick together when it don’t discommode us to do so.”

      Miss Tolerance understood this to mean that Mrs. Wallace hoped to beg a favor at some future time. “Indeed we must, ma’am. I shall always be honored to render assistance to you in turn,” she said dryly. It was worth some extra effort to stay upon Mrs. Wallace’s good side.

      Mrs. Wallace nodded her satisfaction. “Well, you tell Seth and the rest doonstairs that they may tell you what e’er they may. More wine? Ach, weel, then. I shall hope to see you another day, Miss Tolerance.”

      “Thank you for your kindness, Mrs. Wallace.”

      They exchanged curtseys and Miss Tolerance went down the narrow stairs again to speak, first to one barmaid, then the other, and finally to the tapster. She showed each of them the portrait of Miss Evadne without much expectation of satisfaction.

      The barman said at first that he had not seen the girl or any like her. When Miss Tolerance insisted that he actually look at the picture rather than giving all his attention to polishing his tankards between customers, he took the miniature in his hand and examined it.

      “No,” he said flatly. “Ain’t seen either on ‘em. Ain’t to say she mightn’t ‘a been ‘ere when I was off me time. Talk to Jase, he’d might know. Or ask the grannies.” He gestured with his chin in the direction of three comfortable-looking women who sat near the fire, positioned to face the doorway. “They’s always on the lookout for pretty girls at loose ends, so to speak.”

      Miss Tolerance nodded. “Thank you.” She slid a sixpenny piece across the satiny surface of the bar. “If you should happen to see the young woman, you will let me know?” She gave him a card with Tarsio’s direction and asked him to pass on her question to the other tapmen.

      The tapster slid the coin into his pocket, his mind apparently on the next pint of bitter to be drawn off. Miss Tolerance turned to the table where the women sat, to find that all three had disappeared as if they had been absorbed into the wall behind them. They might like to approach unescorted females, but clearly she did not constitute the sort of woman that tempted them.

      The afternoon was now coming to a close, and Miss Tolerance had an engagement to prepare for. She requested one of the Bell Savage’s ostlers to find her a hackney carriage, and directed it to Spanish Place, where a gate in the ivied wall permitted her direct access to her cottage. She left her bonnet and gloves there, then entered her aunt’s house through the perpetually busy kitchen. Cook, up to her elbows in dough, offered the information that Mrs. Brereton was in her little salon, taking tea and writing letters.

      “Do you go up and join her, Miss Sarah. There’s cakes, fresh made. You look as if you could do with some feedin’ up.” Cook, ample herself, believed everyone to be on the verge of inanition.

      Miss Tolerance was not hungry, but thanked Cook cordially and passed through the green baize door which marked the division between the servants’ area and the public rooms. In one of the large salons an elegant tea was spread out for the delectation of the patrons and whores. Miss Tolerance turned away from the room, in which half a dozen men were drinking tea or wine, piling cakes onto their plates and ogling the girls in their neat muslin gowns. Miss Tolerance preferred not to socialize with Mrs. Brereton’s clientele; they reminded her of her own equivocal position in the house and in society. She proceeded up the stairs to the little salon, a pleasant, neatly furnished room with a couch, desk, a small table, and a window that looked onto the rear garden. Mrs. Brereton sat at the desk, frowning at something before her.

      “Who has offended you, aunt?”

      “My dear Sarah!” Mrs. Brereton at once put the letter aside and rose to greet her niece. She was a tall woman with a commanding presence; she regarded her niece with a slow smile, as if each passing moment served to recall her affection for the younger woman. Mrs. Brereton, owning some fifty years, looked a good decade younger. Her figure was slender and her complexion well-tended, as befit a woman who had been, for many years, the crown jewel in her own establishment. These days Mrs. Brereton had only a few patrons of her own, but considered the maintenance of her appearance to be part of the effort she owed her business, and spared neither time nor money. Today she wore a gray silk gown with a half-jacket of cherry-striped silk; her short, silvering dark hair was pomaded into artful curls that looked less girlish than sensual.

      “Come sit with me, my dear. How is it I have not seen you in a week?” Mrs. Brereton softened the reproach by tilting her head to receive her niece’s kiss.

      “A week, aunt? Surely no more than half that.”

      “Well, it has seemed like a week.” Mrs. Brereton said. “How do you do?”

      “I do well. Cook sent me to eat some of your cakes.”

      “I wish you will. I cannot think why she gives me so many; I cannot eat them all, and it is wasteful.” Waste was Mrs. Brereton’s particular abhorrence.

      “I am sure I can help you with one or two of them, aunt.” Miss Tolerance seated herself and took up the cup Mrs. Brereton had poured for her. “Thank you. You seemed very vexed with what you were reading.”

      Mrs. Brereton maintained a flat ban upon gossip regarding her clientele among her employees. Her scruples on her own account were, however, a little more elastic.

      “It is a letter of complaint regarding the new boy. Or perhaps merely a complaint that he is too popular to be constantly available to this gentleman.” She flicked the sheet in her hand with a finger. Mrs. Brereton, unlike most London brothel keepers, was liberal enough to keep a male whore in her employ, reasoning that she was not in the business of judging her clients’ needs, but supplying to them.

      “Who is complaining?”

      “Lord Holyfield. Which surprises me. He was so passionately fond of Matt that I did not expect him to warm to young Harry, let alone demand his undivided attention.” Mrs. Brereton sighed. The late Matt Etan had been liked by everyone in her establishment, and by a number of gentlemen of particular tastes. His death—upon an errand for Miss Tolerance—had caused a rift between her and Mrs. Brereton which had only slowly healed.

      “Matt used to complain of Lord Holyfield’s particularity. Perhaps it is not Harry, but his lordship, who is the problem? Young Harry seems an agreeable enough fellow.”

      “My rules are very clear, and particularity or favoritism is a grave offense. Harry is too anxious to please. He hasn’t Matt’s spine.”

      “If Harry had been pimped out at dockside as a boy, as Matt was, I don’t doubt he would have more spine, aunt. And even Matt worried from time to time that you would banish him to die as a bum-boy in the Cheapside stews.”

      Mrs. Brereton clicked her tongue. “Don’t use slang, Sarah. ‘Tis common. Harry grew up in Lambeth; he has had no experience of the harsher side of our business. At least he is not given to temperament or complaint. That,” Mrs. Brereton said flatly, “would get him only a trip to Mother Poke’s molly house.”

      Miss Tolerance sipped her tea and considered Harry’s spine. At last she spoke on a different subject altogether. “I have a new task today.”

      “Task?” Mrs. Brereton raised an eyebrow. “An assignment? Is it something you may speak about?”

      “As always, ma’am, in the most general terms only. And yet, I would be glad to hear your opinion. I am seeking a runaway girl.”

      “Ah. Of good family?”

      “Good enough.”

      “Is she pretty? If she should require employment⁠—”

      “Aunt!” Miss Tolerance found she was shocked. “Is that your only thought?”

      “The first one,” Mrs. Brereton agreed, unconcerned. “I am in the business of—well, not selling young women, but renting some part of their flesh in the short term. What else should my first thought be? You imagine I want this girl, whoever she is, to be miserable. My idea is that, as it is likely she is ruined, she might as well find herself in the employ of a liberal and thoughtful madam.” She indicated herself. “It is a kindness on my part.”

      Miss Tolerance was horrified and amused. “I can see that, ma’am. But in fact, her family wishes to find her and, if possible, regularize her situation.”

      “Well, then, she’s a lucky girl,” Mrs. Brereton drawled. “If you find her, and if her family defaults of their kindness or she decides that regularizing does not suit her, do let me know.”

      Miss Tolerance put her cup down. “If I find her. The Devil is in it that the family don’t seem to know who her seducer is. There is no evidence that they left for Gretna—other than her family’s belief that her principles were too strong to intend anything other than marriage.”

      “Show me a mother who truly understands what is in her daughter’s heart⁠—”

      “Yes, aunt, indeed, I know: all families are humbug, all marriages are unhappy. Your views may have some foundation, but they are not helpful to me in this instance. So far I can find no trace of the girl at the coaching inns. Where would you look, ma’am?”

      “In my own parlor.”

      “It is rather too soon for that,” Miss Tolerance said. “How long did it take you to go from—” she searched for a tactful way to say the thing.

      “From schoolgirl to fille de joie? A matter of months. You know my first was an army man. And a gentleman.” The memory appeared to amuse her. “He was prodigiously elegant in his red coat, I may tell you, and we looked very fine when we danced together. He never told me that he had an affianced bride at home, or that all his expectations were tied up in marrying her.”

      “And when you discovered that he did not mean marriage, what did you do with yourself?”

      “Ah, well.” Mrs. Brereton smiled. “By the time it was clear to me that our aim was not Gretna Green and marriage over the anvil, but Brighthelmstone and the faro tables, another gentleman had indicated his interest in me—a far richer one. I decided that if I was committed to a life of sin I would just as soon sleep on silk sheets, and⁠—”

      “You took charge of your fate.” Miss Tolerance regarded her aunt with admiration.

      “I did. As have you, my dear.”

      Miss Tolerance refused to be distracted to her own story. “But what does a gently-reared young lady do who has not your resolve?”

      “If she fancies herself in love with the fellow? Stay until he tires of her, cry when he leaves her, and then? If she doesn’t have the sense to find a protector among his friends as I did, she might decide to starve. Most do not, though. When she is hungry enough to overcome her scruples she’ll find herself in a brothel somewhere. In the city, most likely. Your country brothels are generally not refined enough for a well-bred girl.”

      Miss Tolerance had hoped that Mrs. Brereton would disclose a name or place likely to attract a Fallen Woman only starting out in her career. “It must be a rude awakening for a gently bred girl. Mrs. Wallace at the Bell Savage suggested that I try Mrs. Rillington’s reformatory in Chelsea.”

      “You might. Although I’d wager that most of the females to be found there have been at the life long enough to despair of doing better. What girl of spirit would subject herself to sackcloth-and-ashes and gruel for dinner, else?”

      One who did not care to be handed from man to man, Miss Tolerance thought. “So I should not expect to find her at a reformatory until she has had more opportunity to be miserable?”

      “Use some sense, Sarah,” Mrs. Brereton was brisk. “If the girl has not run off with some mawkish boy and been married over the anvil, and not too much time has passed since the elopement, ‘tis likely she’s still with her protector and they are lying abed, trying to avoid just such a search as you are making.”

      Miss Tolerance did not care for the image her aunt’s words evoked. Still, “’Tis what I fear myself, aunt. But I must find her and offer her the chance to be helped.”

      “If that is what you have been hired for—” What Mrs. Brereton might have said next was lost when Cole appeared at the door.

      “Mr. Tickenor to see you, ma’am.”

      Mrs. Brereton rose with an uncharacteristic flutter. “My dear Gerard! What a pleasant surprise.”

      Miss Tolerance rose to be introduced to the man who had entered upon Cole’s heels. He was a little taller than Mrs. Brereton, and perhaps a few years older; his hair was silver, but his back was straight, his step was firm, and his eyes clear. In all, a very handsome gentleman of mature years. Miss Tolerance curtsied, but Tickenor was too busy kissing Mrs. Brereton’s hand to acknowledge her. Mrs. Brereton, for her part, blushed and bridled like a girl. Miss Tolerance, who rarely saw her aunt playing the part of the courtesan she still was, was discomforted.

      At last Mrs. Brereton looked up. “Gerard, this is my niece, Miss Tolerance. Mr. Gerard Tickenor, Sarah. You may have heard me speak of him.”

      Miss Tolerance curtsied again. “Indeed, ma’am.” After a moment she recalled that Mr. Tickenor had been one of Mrs. Brereton’s early lovers, and had advanced her a deal of money, since repaid, when she was establishing her business. “How do you do, sir?”

      “Oh, the better for seeing your aunt, young lady.” The man bowed to her, then returned his attention to Mrs. Brereton. Miss Tolerance had the sense that she was very much de trop. She looked at the clock with some relief.

      “I am delighted to have met you, sir. Will you pardon me, aunt? I have an engagement of my own.” Miss Tolerance kissed her aunt’s scented cheek and fled. She still had to dress for the theatre.

      Sir Walter Mandif, a magistrate from the Bow Street Offices and, more significantly, her friend, had lately made it his business to educate Miss Tolerance in the dramatic arts, particularly in the works of Shakespeare. Tonight she was bespoke for a performance of Twelfth Night at the New Covent Garden Theatre. A little before eight Miss Tolerance left her house and took a chair southeast to the theatre.

      The streets around Covent Garden were thick with carriages and wagons, tradesmen and farmers departing the market, society in evening dress arriving for the theatre, and the usual crowd of flower-sellers, streetwalkers and petty criminals come to work among the swells. Might her missing girl already be known to someone in the crowd?

      Miss Tolerance met Sir Walter just outside the theatre.

      “I wish you would let me call for you,” he chided, after they had exchanged greetings. Sir Walter, slight and sandy-haired, and dressed in neat evening clothes, gave no impression of the formidable pillar of the law.

      “What, you would call at my aunt’s brothel and advertise your presence to the clientele and whores? Or perhaps rap upon the gate to my garden and hope that I should hear you?” Miss Tolerance shook her head. “My life is not set up to accommodate callers on anything other than business. This truly is the simplest way.”

      Sir Walter inclined his head. “Perhaps so. But it leaves me feeling distinctly un-gallant.”

      Miss Tolerance laughed and tucked her hand into his arm. “Alas, Sir Walter, if you insist upon consorting with Fallen Women your sensibilities will be constantly put to the test.”

      Sir Walter put his own hand on top of hers on his arm, as if to hold her there. “As there is only one Fallen Woman with whom I regularly consort, I think my sensibilities are elastic enough to see me through. And if it is a choice between my sensibilities and your company, the pleasure of the latter must always delight the former.”

      Miss Tolerance, always rendered uncomfortable by compliments, made light. “La, Sir Walter. You will have me blush.”

      His eyebrow rose, and Sir Walter’s foxy, intelligent face was lit by a smile. “I should like to see that,” he said, and led Miss Tolerance up the stairs to their seats. The actress Mrs. Jordan was in form that night: despite her years and girth her Viola was very fine, even if no one in the audience was deceived for a moment by her appearance in boy’s clothes. When the play was over there was the usual press to find a hackney carriage—like Miss Tolerance Sir Walter kept no carriage of his own—and they hung back for a time, waiting until the crowd should lessen before they started back to Manchester Square. They spoke of the play and then, comfortably, of crime and criminals, and of politics. With the King long mad and the Queen Regent incapacitated by apoplectic stroke, there had been a long process of declaring her regency at an end and selecting a new regent. The Prince of Wales, widowed and the father of two in whose upbringing he was much involved, now seemed on the verge of attaining the Regency himself. However, each of the other Royal Dukes (and there were a good number, even despite the usual depletions of infant death, disease and warfare) had his adherents; the political jockeying was still fierce, and nearly as good as a play itself. They acquired a carriage, still talking. Sir Walter was in the process of delivering a blunt appraisal of his Highness the Duke of Cambridge’s chances, to Miss Tolerance’s appreciative laughter, when the carriage drew up in Spanish Place. Still laughing, they alit at the gate to her garden, and Sir Walter insisted that he would see her in.

      “Since I wound your chivalrous instincts by arriving at the theatre on my own, I suppose I cannot ask you to sustain another blow by leaving me here.”

      “Indeed, no. Who knows what might happen to you between the gate and your doorstep?”

      “In my aunt’s garden, with her staff ready to come the moment I call?”

      Sir Walter smiled. “I will take no chances with you.”

      Miss Tolerance unlocked the gate. The garden was silvered by the moon; on the right hand Mrs. Brereton’s house glowed with candlelight, and Miss Tolerance heard music: one of the girls playing upon the pianoforte. She paused for a moment just inside the walls; there was a dark green smell of new spring leaves and, less appealingly, the faint foul whiff of Mrs. Brereton’s well-tended necessary house in the far corner of the garden. Sir Walter stopped, a shadow at her elbow. He was much of her height, and close enough that his breath stirred the hair above her ear. Miss Tolerance found herself suddenly self-conscious.

      “’Tis very peaceful here,” Sir Walter said quietly.

      She nodded. “One would hardly know the city is just outside the gate.” The breeze was soft and cool against her warm face. “Well, Sir Walter, I suppose⁠—”

      “I shall see you to your door.” He offered her his arm again. “My upbringing requires it, I am afraid.”

      “There is nothing to be regretted in gentlemanly behavior,” Miss Tolerance said. She took his arm, her gloved hand a white shadow upon the dark fold of his sleeve. In ten steps they were at her door; the cottage was ivy-covered and shadowy, but here and there the whitewashed walls were stippled by moonlight. Sir Walter’s arm under her hand was solid, and she was aware of his warmth at her side. She was relieved to relinquish his support and step away.

      “There, you have done your duty. Thank you, Sir Walter. For the play and the company.” She curtsied.

      “The pleasure was all mine.” Sir Walter took her hand and bowed over it. Then, slowly, he raised it to his lips. The kiss was light, but the impression of it she felt even through the kidskin of her glove. “Good night.”

      “Good night,” Miss Tolerance echoed, and was inside her cottage with the door closed before her words died on the night air. She locked the door and prepared for bed, thinking.

      For a Fallen Woman, Miss Tolerance was peculiarly chaste. Her liaison with Charles Connell had lacked nothing but the ceremony itself to make it a marriage; they had been faithful to each other, maturing from the first surprises of passion to a companionable domesticity. Connell’s death had left her much in the same case as a young widow. She had not intended to become involved with another man—she had devised her profession to ensure that she would not need to become someone’s mistress in order to avoid starvation. But almost a twelvemonth ago she had formed an attachment to the earl of Versellion—against her better judgment but not, certainly, against her will. Their liaison had been a matter of attraction both sexual and emotional, and while Miss Tolerance had not been able to imagine how a relationship between a Fallen Woman and a politically ambitious peer could prosper, she had not had the will to quit it. Not, at least, until she had discovered that the earl had murdered a woman, and she had turned him in to Bow Street—to Sir Walter Mandif, in point of fact. In the difficult time after, when Miss Tolerance had gained brief notoriety by testifying against Versellion, Sir Walter had been a friend as well as a colleague. She relied upon that friendship, and made every effort to ignore the possibility of any shift in their association. Love, she believed, was a danger and a liability to a Fallen Woman with no interest in whoredom.

      Her dress brushed and hung away, Miss Tolerance put on her nightshift and brushed her teeth. The kissing of hands was an old-fashioned gesture, but it was not entirely out of style. And Sir Walter had likely been much swayed by the romance of the play; he was a greater fancier of Shakespeare’s work than she. The kiss had meant nothing more than friendship. A courteous gesture.

      She still felt the pressure of his lips on her hand.

      Miss Tolerance brushed her long, dark hair, plaited it, and climbed into her bed to listen to the whispering of ivy at her window.
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