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        “Catch the pleasures ere they fade.”

        —The Romance of the Forest, II.11

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          BRIGHTON, 1833

        

      

    

    
      Knocking on the door of this club was the most shocking thing Jay Burnham had ever done in his life.

      He’d engaged in his share of pranks and unwise choices, he would admit. Hanging the master’s suspenders from a gargoyle at Ely Cathedral during his time at The King’s School. The Henley cousin that summer he stayed with his school chum at Sandringham. All the women he’d courted thereafter, who liked Jay more for being in line for a barony than for any attractions of his person.

      His family name raised enough stares and whispers without his adding to the scandal. Tradesmen sprouting up to become peers of the realm, brickmakers taking seats in the House of Lords. A mother who’d once been locked away for suspicion of murder. His several eccentric siblings, including two sisters who didn’t share his blood. That old sobriquet, the Mad Baron, that floated about whenever Jay’s father, the Baron Brancaster, did something outrageously against the established traditions of his class.

      But Jay, as an adult, had never done anything that would merit worse than a stern glare from his father. Or his lovely mother pressing hands to her cheeks with a half-giggled, half-moaned “Oh, Jay Jay!”

      Yet here he stood on the doorstep of a place called Hedone—and what in Hades was this meant to be anyway? A club? A theatre? An indoor spectacle of some kind? The building was Bath stone, three stories, scarcely a decade old. The curved bay with its sashed windows looked like any of the new boarding houses and hotels sprouting like teeth across Brighton, pleasure grounds offering delight and ease for the wealthy and genteel.

      Yet no lights from within shone through the several panes of glass, not on this floor nor the one above, where a small balcony fronted another curved bay and large window, all heavily draped. The only light came from the small flame in the gas lamp behind him, lighting Norfolk Square.

      Farren had described a secret club where men and women could act out their wildest fantasies without censure. Without consequences that might follow a man home.

      Jay knew from experience that could not be true. There were always consequences to pleasure. Always a price.

      He had gathered his good sense to leave when the door swung open. A woman draped in black velvet stared out. Her gown had the wide neckline and tiny waist of current fashion, while her skirts filled the doorway and her sleeves hung like deflated balloons as she lifted a candle toward his face. Hers was covered by a delicate black veil, held in place by a high bronze comb but stopping short of the enormous brooch pinned to her bosom, an ornate design Jay chose not to examine.

      “Member?”

      He cleared his throat, bridling at that old resentment that arose whenever he was being judged worthy to enter the domains of the great. “Guest.”

      “Referred by?”

      “Lord Far—Triton.” Farren had emphasized the insistence on aliases.

      “Your name?”

      “Poseidon.”

      She scarcely paused. “Taken.”

      “Jupiter?”

      She shook her head.

      He groped for a name he’d remember, one he had some small association with. He was a brickmaker, wasn’t he? “Hephaestus.”

      “Very good.”

      She allowed him into the foyer, dimly lit and painted on one side a dark reddish umber lined with gold, rich and sensuous. The other side, at first glance, opened into an enormous hall lined with statuary in the classical style, graceful and well-shaped men and women clad in scanty garments dotting a gallery draped with trailing vines and flowers.

      He sensed his hostess smiling behind the veil as he studied the scene. “What is your desired entertainment? We offer cards, music, conversation⁠—”

      “The tableaux,” Jay blurted. It was all Farren would talk about.

      “Greece, the Ottoman Empire, or the Far Orient?”

      They all sounded intriguing, but the name of the club, and the painted wallpaper, pointed to his choice. “Greece.”

      She smiled. “Half sovereign.”

      Jay produced the coin, and she slipped it into a small pouch strung from her waist by a golden chain. “This way.”

      She turned into the nearest reception room, and Jay regretted not seeing the rest of the house. The scent in the air teased the appetite, a blend of floral and aromatics with a hint of spice. The décor breathed careless luxury, riches won without sweated brow or bruised knuckles.

      Jay had grown up the son of a baron and his lady, but he always sensed the comforts they had were hard won. His father’s skill with bricks had secured the family’s fortune and kept their home from crumbling down the cliffs into the sea. And while he was born in line for the title, as his father had not been, Jay worked in his father’s trade and so must relentlessly prove his worth to both commoner and aristocrat, one who doubted his taste and the other who doubted his work ethic. He was forced to justify himself over and again, doing twice the work to prove he belonged in both worlds.

      It wearied a man. The thought of pleasure for its own sake held a strong appeal.

      Another man and woman were already seated in the room, occupying their upholstered chairs like separate islands. Jay seated himself where his hostess indicated and she withdrew without a word, leaving him at leisure to regard his surroundings. The small gallery of chairs stood before a deep hearth with a tall marble mantelpiece and faced a large, cleared area laid with a rug patterned with an elaborate swirl of vines.

      Oil lamps, not gas, flickered from the wall sconces and chandelier. On the opposite side of the room, the furniture was only vaguely Grecian: plaster pedestals holding classical busts, a vase sprouting a potted palm, a chaise longue trailing a discarded shawl. A tall heavy curtain, out of place, covered the bay and its windows, allowing no peek at the activities from the street outside.

      This room continued the burnt umber and gold color pattern along walls hung with heavy mirrors and quiet landscapes. It took Jay a moment to decipher the design running along the wall beneath the cornice: peacocks in strut, their teal feathers embedded with bright blue eyes. Each cock smiled on a peahen twined adoringly about him.

      It was so unlike him to do anything like this. He was discreet about his affairs and not excessive in his indulgences. He had to be extra careful to retain respect, given his ramshackle family. One sister had married the illegitimate son of a duke, and he himself had chosen to take up a trade rather than respected profession like the law. The other spectators wore masks, the gentleman a bauta mask that the Venetians wore for Carnival, a secret political conclave, or forbidden romantic assignation. The lady held a half-mask up to her face with a delicate stick.

      Dammit, why hadn’t Farren advised Jay to come masked? Someone could recognize him and the word would get out. He would lose his commission here and any future work he might have won from the King. A night indulging his curiosity wasn’t worth his career.

      Jay couldn’t bear whiling his time in idleness waiting for the title and all the responsibilities of the Brancaster barony to pass to him. He needed his work, his hands in the earth, to steady himself now and in the future. He couldn’t risk losing it all.

      He was rising from his seat when the curtain fell back.

      Three women of various ages sat on small folding stools, their attitude one of restful attention. They wore attire like one saw on vases and statuary of ancient Greece, long plain white robes belted at the waist. Their shawls glowed in the low light with muted colors of blue, yellow, and green. The heat in the room, thrown by the multitude of lamps lining the hearth, now made sense. Their arms were almost entirely bare, as were their feet, and, in one lady’s case, her bosom.

      Jay sat. He was glad he had when the fourth woman stepped from the curtained alcove.

      Her robe was white muslin, so sheer he could see the shadow of her limbs beneath. She had the nymph-like form that made the fabric fall in graceful pleats and folds, clinging as she moved to the chaise and sat. The crests of her bosom, shaped by the thin cloth, told him she wore none of the usual bindings beneath.

      Jay’s mouth went dry. She wore a long violet shawl edged with a geometric design, and that item, too, served to accentuate rather than disguise her shape. Like the others, her hair was pulled back into a high knot, caught with a bandeau over which curls tumbled to frame her face. Jay wished he could see it, but she, like the others, wore a mask that covered half her face, with intricate designs arching over the smooth curve of forehead, the strong slope of her nose, a creamy expanse of cheek. All he could see of her features was the jaw that curved sweetly to a delicate ear, and her lips, coral red, curved in a slight smile.

      A devastating smile. Half taunt, half invitation, that smile could summon a man from across the room. Or across the sea. She was pure, raw woman, sylph and softness. And yet, as she sat and pulled a lyre into her lap, he sensed strength and steel in the slope of her spine, the determined slant of her neck. She was young, not yet Jay’s age, but a woman in full possession of herself.

      She had the same curve to her mouth as the nymph Jay had encountered on the beach that afternoon. The young woman from the beach had haunted his mind all day, intruding on his work, his dinner. Here Jay had the opportunity to gaze upon nearly unclad women, something he’d not done much of lately, and that strange girl would not leave his mind.

      He hadn’t heard the nymph approach, standing in the water as he had been with the tide in his ears. It was low tide, and most of the bathers clustered near Chain Pier or beyond, where the wheeled wooden bathing machines lined the beach for yards, one side reserved for women, the other for men. Where he stood, on the western fringe of the city, there were few walkers at this time of day, so Jay had taken the liberty of removing his boots as if he were on his home beach of Norfolk.

      There was something soothing about the cold water caressing his feet. The air moved easily around him, or he through it. He breathed deeply and plunged his hands in the water to gather a scoop of sand. When he straightened, a girl stood at his elbow, as naturally as if she’d sprung from a wave.

      “What did you find?”

      Her bonnet was pushed back, revealing glossy brown hair scraped into curls framing a wide brow. He caught the upturned tip of a nose as that brow wrinkled, regarding his cupped hands, and then she glanced up at him.

      He forgot to breathe.

      Oval face, clear skin, her eyes a deep blue, almost indigo. It was her curious, open expression and the animation in her face, the half-smile pulling one side of a finely curved mouth into a dimple, that thumped him in the chest.

      He stood there like he’d been elf-shot, hands dripping mud. “Sand,” he said.

      “Hmm.” She was lovely, but not uncommonly so. Every girl with the means aspired to be lovely, and he saw from her dress that she had means. A green velvet pelisse, the long tippet ends tied at her waist in a fanciful bow, and the matching velvet cloth on her poke bonnet flirted with the latest fashion. Her sleeve ballooned as she pointed down the beach.

      “I’ve found the most wondrous things in the rock pools by the Undercliff. Shore crab, starfish, and a snakelocks anemone, the ones that look like Medusa’s hair. Undercliff is down toward Rottingdean, if you know it⁠—”

      “I do.”

      She smiled then, a full smile, that mischievous pucker catching her lips on both sides, as if she’d tucked in secrets. Jay sucked in a breath before he grew dizzy.

      “I am not from here,” she said, slightly abashed.

      “Nor I. It is summer in Brighton. Is anyone from here?”

      She laughed, and the sound was like a murmuration of starlings, a great breathy rush that yanked one’s spirit into the air and threw it free. She held out her hand. A long brown strip, the color of his sand, dangled from her leather glove. Her eyes looked as if they had caught the sun, which was impossible, as the sky was clouded over while the breeze shoved off the early rain that had left him free to ramble in the surf and meet naiads. Her face was so brilliant he could not look away.

      “I found kelp,” she said breathlessly. “Kelp! There are great forests of it here, a fisherman showed me. And look what is on this one.”

      A creature the size and shape of his fingernail clung to the strand of seaweed. Bright stripes of color slashed the brown shell, a startling contrast of vivid and plain. “Is that⁠—”

      “A blue-rayed limpet. My first! I intend to sketch it, but my friend has my sketchbook.” She tossed an airy wave in the direction of the promenade where another young lady strolled, hands tucked into a muff against the playful breeze, head turned in their direction.

      He’d wondered that a gently born girl would approach an utter stranger and converse so unselfconsciously with him. Particularly a man so indecent as to bare his feet to the world. Mortal girls were not so bold. The girls of his acquaintance blushed and tittered and cast coy glances, rarely spoke sentences with one complete rational thought.

      This one regarded the limpet on its perch as if she’d unearthed a priceless jewel. As if she honored him by sharing it.

      “So you see,” she said confidingly, “you might find more than only sand.”

      He was charmed into his own admission. “I meant to find sand. And this is not only sand. This is building material. It makes—” Words failed him. He lifted his hands to gesture at Brunswick Terrace behind them, at the bricks and stones that were growing the town before their eyes.

      Her brows were wideset, adding innocence to her look, yet that hint of mischief never departed. “Oh!” Her lips parted on a puff of air. “You mean all of this—the land, the hills and mountains⁠—”

      “The bricks we build with,” he said, trying to explain.

      She nodded. “And the silt that lined the riverbeds. The earth that grows our crops⁠—”

      “Can you grow crops in sand?”

      “Can you not?” He couldn’t detect to what degree she was serious, with those wide deep blue eyes and that merry pucker to her lips. “Kelp grows in the mud. Only think,” she said, pointing to the shingle that stretched the length of the beach, “these pebbles comprise the mountains that hold up the earth. Then along comes the water and wind breaking the great rocks apart, and then those stones wear down into your sand. And then the sand becomes, somehow, I don’t know, all pressed together, and then you have—” She waved a gloved hand as if conjuring— “the earth and the mountains. Building everything, just like you said.”

      Jay stood with his feet in the water, touching waves that had perhaps traveled the world over and over since the dawn of time, and he felt simultaneously two impossible things: that he was anchored to the earth in a way he had never been in his life, and that at the same time he was a balloon filled with air but attached to a string, and the string was attached to this girl, and whenever she drew him, he would go.

      He didn’t know where to begin with her many errors. Sand and stone and earth were all very different substances, to begin with, but if her explanation lacked an understanding of geological processes, her vision was the more poetic. In his experience women did not care for discussions about different kinds of stones, sandstone and limestone and granite and flint, any more than they cared for explanations of how to make bricks.

      And he did not want to bore a nymph. Or chastise a minor goddess. She had appeared like a soap bubble, like froth on a wave, and if he were stern she would disappear and the most enchanting interlude of his life would be over.

      He wanted to stay in the enchantment, so began cautiously. “That is very⁠—”

      “Marvelous! I know! I’d never thought of it quite this way before. But it must be that everything is connected, and we are made all of the same building material, as you said. Sand. For God made Adam from the dust of the earth, did he not? So we, and the mountains, and everything else that is good grows from what you hold in your hand.”

      Jay looked at the mud in his hands. He looked at her, and it was as if the gray, sober Earth he knew had broken apart. The world was no longer blocks and squares and a steady progression through one’s days. It was a vast, breathing network, shot through with light, glittering like dawn dew on a spider’s web of the most brilliant and intricate design.

      Blood hummed through his veins. This woman. Who was she?

      Her companion on the promenade lifted an enormous sleeve and called out. “Iphigenia!”

      “Coming!” the girl called back, waving her kelp at her friend.

      “That cannot be your name,” Jay said. “That is a doomed name.”

      She laughed again. He didn’t have to explain the myth to her; she caught his thought as if they were passing a basket. “I am the eldest and most favored of my father’s daughters.”

      “So was she.”

      That laugh. The air sparkled, refracted light and wonder through that sound. The clouds rolled off to the east, dragging a blanket of sun over the sky. Some great boulder in Jay’s chest fell away, exposing him to a rush of lightness and air.

      “Effie!” the other woman bellowed. “You’ll make us late.”

      His nymph’s eyes danced. “One is not behind times for an appointment with Miss Elphick.”

      “The world is better for bending to the will of the Miss Elphicks,” Jay agreed.

      She giggled, and he’d done the most remarkable thing in this life, matching her wit. She was light and life and everything ineffable, and he, in her presence, was no longer dull clay but quickened, a statue come to life.

      “Adieu, Master Builder. Do not forget the rock pools if you wish to find creatures among your sand.”

      And off she ran—yes, ran, abandoning the dignity of poke bonnets and fashionable pelisses and skirts just to the ankle. Her leather boots left light prints in the sand; she was made of flesh, after all. And he had not asked her name, her direction, the direction of her friend, any way he might find her again.

      Iphigenia. Jay snapped back to the present, to the pleasure club and its tableau, to the entrancing woman in Grecian robes singing to the lyre, her voice hauntingly lovely. In his head he heard again that laugh, that lilt to her voice that matched the sparkle in her large eyes, the secrets hidden in that sweetly curved mouth.

      The scent of salt air and sea-watered earth had clung to his nostrils all afternoon. He couldn’t quell the wanting she’d called up within him, the longing to stand beside her again and see the world as she did, as a place of enchantment, laden with mysteries and delight.

      He longed to touch her and see if that cheek would feel smooth as a pebble beneath his palm. To pull apart the pert coils of hair, or unwrap the green pelisse and find the soft, beating heart of the human woman beneath. Little wonder he’d come to a place called Hedone trying to distract himself. Little wonder he’d chosen Greece.

      But no, the woman singing would not be his nymph. That could not be the same curved mouth with the mischievous pucker at the ends. He was simply so besotted with the girl he’d met that he was imposing her face on the next woman who caught his attention.

      He had a sudden vision of himself spending the rest of his life searching for a glimpse of that girl from the beach. He might go about painting her visage onto every woman he met, seeking her laugh in every woman’s voice until doomsday. Jay had never been a man given to fancy, nor quick to give his heart; Burnhams were born with a shield against the world, wariness bred in their bones. Now he was hollow, thrown open to the world, and even this tableau stirred and pained him.

      He understood what it meant. A circle of women, sufficient unto themselves, engaged in their own leisure and pleasure. No one to serve but their own inclinations, no obligations to fulfill, no charge to be dainty or attractive or conciliatory or anything other but what they were. One embroidered; one held a wax tablet and tapped the stylus to her lips, as if composing. The bare-breasted woman, older, wearing a matron’s years, dabbed at a painting of the singer, the face already emerging from the canvas as if they’d done this several times before.

      “The Muses,” the gentleman spectator said. He shifted in his chair, sounding strained, and Jay wondered what the other man had come for. Simply to watch women, to know what they did in secret among themselves?

      The women continued, not acknowledging him.

      “There were nine Muses,” said the woman in the audience. She watched the tableau with a sharp, hungry look on her face. “These must be the Graces.”

      The singer switched her song to something slow and melancholy. Jay had heard it before.

      The moon and the Pleiades have set,

      it is midnight,

      time is passing,

      but I sleep alone.

      “That is by Sappho,” Jay said. “This is her school at Lesbos.”

      He would have to tell his sister Nora that her obsession with ancient Greece had proven useful for him after all. Though perhaps he wouldn’t go on to tell his sister that he had patronized a secret pleasure club where visitors used mythical aliases and the members acted out fantasies in various states of undress.

      The group broke apart. The singer laid aside her harp and rose, and Jay stared at the lithe form revealed by her clinging robe as she walked to the alcove and pulled the curtain across the scene. His imagination was going to give this form to the naiad who’d ensorcelled him on the beach, and between the graceful figure of the one and the enchanting laugh of the other, he would find no sleep tonight.

      “What happened? Why did they stop?” Jay asked.

      “You guessed the theme.” The other gentleman seemed irritated to be wrong.

      “They will prepare another. Shush,” said the seated woman.

      He could leave now. No one had recognized him; no one had even taken note of him. He could tell Farren he had taken his recommendation and visited the club, that he appreciated the premise but it was not Jay’s particular inclination to peer into the secret fantasies of others.

      He would go back to his empty bed in his friend’s lodgings and the next day’s bricks and business, dignity intact, and he would take care himself of any particular urges that arose from the memory of the water nymph who had lighted his world with her laugh, or from the shape of the mouth on the masked woman as she sang.

      The curtain drew back on the second scene, and Jay was obliged to admit that he was lying to himself. He was extremely interested in peering into the secret fantasies of these women. One in particular.
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