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Chapter One



LONDON HAD COME to life again. Fuddled with wine and sick with fatigue, gamblers reeled from the clubs in St. James’s in the early morning hours. Tall houses blazed with lights as rout followed ridotto and ridotto followed musicale. There were fětes champětres in the Surrey fields and wicked nights at Vauxhall Gardens, where the women of cracked reputation haunted the Dark Walk to entice the drunken dandies. Ladies who had been refused vouchers to Almack’s Assembly Rooms in King Street screamed and fainted and threatened suicide. Mothers of hopeful daughters gossiped and intrigued. The daughters practiced the art of flirting and dancing, and declared themselves to be dying of love for everyone and anyone. They lisped in baby voices, wore fluttering, nearly transparent muslin, spoke bad French, and lived in dread of the day when they might have to return to the country, unwed or unspoken for.


The London Season had begun.


But in the midst of all this hectic atmosphere of gossip and speculation, vice and intrigue, stood one calm and elegant house, its very atmosphere aloof from the squabbles of the marriage market.


The house stood in Hanover Square. Few were particularly interested in the doings of its inhabitants, and a few thought it must be a seminary for young ladies. For every day at three o’clock the front door was opened and out stepped a stout lady followed by three misses, all dressed the same and all with their hair braided under their drab hats.


They would walk slowly ten times around the square and then disappear indoors again. They had become such a common sight that hardly anyone wondered at the regularity of this strange promenade.


Except Lady Artemis Verity.


Lady Artemis was a widow who lived on the opposite side of the square. She was still young, frivolous, malicious, and on the lookout for a handsome husband. She was often bored and spent most of her afternoons lying on a chaise longue at the window of her drawing room, which overlooked the square. She could not be bothered reading or sewing or painting or playing the piano. She only came to life after dark when she could don one of the latest creations and star at a ball or party. She was accounted pretty, having glossy brown hair, a skin unpitted by smallpox, all her teeth, a shapely if plump figure, well-rounded arms, and a neat ankle.


One day she was lying on her chaise longue as usual, thinking about as little as it is possible for the human mind to think, when out of the corner of her half-closed eyes, she saw the little procession emerge.


For the first time she watched the lady and the three girls with more than idle curiosity. It could not be a seminary surely, not with only three young misses. It was hard to tell what the girls looked like, for each wore a hat the shape of a coal scuttle and in any case, from her vantage point, she could only see the tops of their heads.


She rang the bell and when a footman answered, she ordered him to find out the identity of the lady with the three girls who lived across the square.


After a short time the footman returned. He said the occupant of the house was a Mrs. Waverley, a widow, and the three girls were her daughters. The footman said he knew one of the maids who worked for Mrs. Waverley and she had told him that there were no men-servants in the house. Mrs. Waverley despised men and espoused the cause of rights for women.


“A bluestocking,” murmured Lady Artemis. “How terribly boring,” and put the matter out of her mind.


That was until that very evening when she attended Almack’s and found that the Earl of Tredair had come to Town. Lord Tredair was tall, rich, and handsome. He was in his thirties and unwed, and looked every bit as bored as Lady Artemis often felt.


The assemblies at Almack’s were confined to Wednesday nights during the Season. “Selection with a vengeance, the very quintessence of aristocracy. Three fourths of the nobility knocked in vain for admission. Into this sanctum sanctorum, of course, the sons of commerce never think of entering on the sacred Wednesday evening,” wrote Captain Gronow. If dancing was the ostensible object of Almack’s existence, the place was useful in other ways. It formed a sort of matrimonial bazaar and its tables, spread with tepid lemonade, weak tea, tasteless orgeat, stale cakes, and thin slices of bread and butter, were often the scenes of tender proposals.


Lady Artemis attended Almack’s every Wednesday in the hope of finding a new husband. She was twenty-five, but was sure she looked nineteen. She had plenty of courtiers and had more or less decided to settle for one of them, until she saw the Earl of Tredair and immediately knew that no one else would do. He was tall with thick black hair, a thin, clever, high-nosed face, and eyes of a peculiar green, like sea-washed glass. He had a supple athlete’s body and his legs were finer than Gentleman Jackson’s. But it was his air of lazy sensuality that quickened Lady Artemis’s pulse.


She pretended to lose her footing while passing him en route to the refreshment room and clutched at him for support and then blushed and begged his pardon. Lady Artemis was very accomplished by the standards of the Regency. She could blush and cry at will.


“I am sure the fault was mine,” said Lord Tredair calmly. “Allow me to fetch you something. A glass of lemonade?”


“Thank you, Lord Tredair,” said Lady Artemis demurely. “But I shall accompany you, or some of my tiresome beaux will continue to bore me with their proposals of marriage.”


The interest in his eyes faded and his face became a polite mask of boredom. But he presented her with a glass of lemonade, found her a chair, and then stood beside her. Lady Artemis could sense he was poised for flight and wondered how to catch his interest.


“Are you enjoying the Season?” she asked.


“No, I am not,” he said. “I feel I made a mistake in leaving the country.”


Lady Artemis was sophisticated and quick enough to know that he had suddenly lost interest in her and was trying to get rid of her. She wanted to attract him and felt at a loss. Usually her beauty was enough to keep any man glued to her side.


She said boldly, “I am not used to gentlemen finding me tiresome.”


A certain flash of insolence crossed those odd eyes of his as he looked down at her. “You must think me a sad fellow,” he said. “I doubt if any man in his right mind could find anyone so fair, tiresome. You are not drinking your lemonade,” he added in tones that obviously meant, “Pray drink it so that I may leave.”


The dancers were being urged to take their partners for a waltz. Lady Artemis knew her partner would be searching for her, but longed to dance with the earl. She fluttered her fan and sighed, “I do so adore the waltz.”


“Then you are fortunate,” said the earl with a sudden charming smile, “for if I am not mistaken, your partner is approaching now.”


Lady Artemis looked up and sure enough her partner, Captain Ian Finlay, was bowing before her. She rose gracefully and curtsied to the earl and moved off on the arm of the captain.


The earl was joined by his friend, the Honorable John Fordyce. “You are a lucky man,” said Mr. Fordyce. “I wish Lady Artemis would look on me with such favor.”


“Is that her name?” said the earl. “Vastly pretty, but nothing out of the way.”


Mr. Fordyce looked at his friend with affectionate amusement. The earl attended each Season for a few weeks, but quickly became bored and retreated to the country. He often said he had decided to get married, but usually he contented himself by having a brief affair with some comet from the opera.


“Is there nothing society can offer you to keep you in town this time?” pursued Mr. Fordyce.


“I should not think so,” said the earl. “It is always the same, you know, balls and routs and silly misses. They are all so well trained that they all sound the same. I despair of finding anyone different or out of the ordinary. In any case, you, too, are fated to remain a bachelor, for you always pursue exactly the sort of female who is bound to turn you down.”


Mr. Fordyce smiled. He was a small man with neat features and a trim figure. He was of good family, but his income from estates in Sussex was small. He always fell in love with the reigning belle of the Season and was always refused, which was why he, too, was still unwed.


“On the other hand,” the earl went on ruefully, “there was no need for me to be quite so rude to Lady Artemis. I shall attempt to talk to her before I leave and be as charming as possible.”


“I do not know why you consider being pleasant to Lady Artemis such an effort,” said Mr. Fordyce, turning to watch the dancers through the open door of the refreshment room. He had a clear view of Lady Artemis. Under a delicate tiara of gold and garnets—diamonds were out of fashion—her glossy brown curls shone in the candlelight. She moved with grace, the thin, fine muslin of her gown fluttering about her body.


“Perhaps I shall become a crusty old recluse,” said Lord Tredair. “Striding about my estates and running for cover anytime I see guests arriving.”


Lord Tredair did not expect Lady Artemis would be so bold as to seek him out again. But no sooner was the waltz over than she appeared in the refreshment room and came straight up to him as if they were old friends. “You are still here, my lord,” she cried. “You do not dance.”


“Perhaps later,” said the earl.


“It is so very hot, and I am so very tired,” said Lady Artemis. “But all the chairs seem to have been taken. Oh, there is a sofa against the wall over there.”


The earl bowed and escorted her to the sofa and after a little hesitation sat down beside her.


“Have you seen the new opera by Mr. Kenny?” asked Lady Artemis. “It is called, Oh! This Love!”


“No, I am afraid not.”


“It has an ingenious plot. The Count Florimond, during a runaway expedition in his youth, conceives an invincible passion for the Countess Belflora, who, to indulge a romantic fancy, had at that time assumed the character and dress of a peasant girl.”


“I may not have seen it,” interrupted the earl, “but from your description of the plot, I swear I must have seen a dozen like it.”


“Oh, there is no pleasing you, you horrible man,” said Lady Artemis, rapping him playfully with her fan. “I declare, I think you are a secret Methodist or one of those gentlemen who find us social butterflies tiresome and prefer the company of bluestockings, the sort of women who despise men and talk of their rights from morning till night.”


“I might be interested if I ever met a genuine one,” said the earl. “But they are usually women who are unmarriageable and want an excuse to take their disappointment and spleen out on the world.”


“How hard you are! How bitter! And yet across from where I live in Hanover Square, there dwells a widow who appears to be the genuine article, for she has three daughters, no menservants, and lives like a recluse.”


“Indeed!” The earl looked at Lady Artemis with interest. “And do you know this lady?”


Lady Artemis thought quickly. If she said, no, he would lose interest in her again. So she said, “I have the pleasure of her acquaintance.”


“I cannot believe that a widow with three daughters can be uninterested in the world of men,” said the earl.


“But that is the case, I assure you,” said Lady Artemis eagerly. “Should you wish an introduction, I could arrange it.”


“I’ll wager you a hundred guineas the woman is a fraud,” said the earl.


Lady Artemis smiled. “I accept your wager,” she said triumphantly, knowing that the bet forged a certain intimacy between them. “You shall hear from me very shortly.”


She rose and curtsied and left him, knowing that if she stayed longer with him, he would lose interest again. She had a feeling of exhilaration. Catching Lord Tredair was like playing a salmon. The bait, the line, the hook, the tug, the final pull, and she would have him gasping at her feet.


It was only then that she realized she would have to ingratiate herself into Mrs. Waverley’s household.


Fanny Waverley pulled on her gloves two days later and stood by the window, waiting for the summons to go downstairs for the annual promenade. She thought it might be possible to die from boredom.


Outside, stretched the Germanic facade of the buildings of Hanover Square, four-story houses built of dark gray, red, and yellow stock brick. It was one of the best addresses in London and Fanny wondered, not for the first time, what point there was in living at a fashionable address if one was determined not to be fashionable.


Fanny, like her “sisters,” Frederica and Felicity, were not related and had all been taken from an orphanage and adopted by Mrs. Waverley.


Mrs. Waverley had told the girls that she had rescued them in order to bring them up as her disciples. They must spread the word about women’s rights. They must encourage poor, oppressed women to rise up.


Fanny had been fourteen when they had been adopted by Mrs. Waverley and given her name. She could often remember the elation at being taken out of the dark and freezing orphanage on a foggy winter day and moved into warmth and light and luxury in Hanover Square.


But Fanny was now nineteen. Fanny did not like either Frederica or Felicity for the simple reason that Mrs. Waverley had operated on a divide-and-rule policy from the start, cleverly setting one girl against the other so that she herself could reign supreme in each one’s affections.


Also Fanny was tired of being dressed up as a little girl every time they went out of the house. Indoors, they were allowed to put their hair up and wear the latest fashions, but only the women servants, Mrs. Waverley, and her like-minded lady friends ever saw them in their best dress.


And what, thought Fanny, is the point of urging us to spread the word to other women when we are never allowed to talk to anyone other than those dried-up spinsters who frequent Mrs. Waverley’s tea parties.


It was hard to keep thinking of men as cruel and lustful beasts when the Season began, and at night she could see pretty girls going out from the other houses in the square to balls and parties, all laughing and chattering and excited at the prospect of dancing or flirting with one of those very beasts.


The three Waverley girls had been chosen by Mrs. Waverley for their contrasting beauty. Fanny was fair and blue-eyed, Frederica, now eighteen, dark and fiery, and little Felicity, now seventeen, chestnut-haired and willowy.


Fanny did not think much of her own looks, for Mrs. Waverley had told her that blondes were sadly unfashionable and there had been no men around to prove to her that a combination of silvery fair hair and sapphire blue eyes was considered bewitching by the highest stickler.


Frederica came into the room, followed by Felicity. Like Fanny, they were dressed to go out in the usual long dark blue cloaks and coal scuttle bonnets.


“You will never guess what I found under Felicity’s bed,” crowed Frederica. “A romance.”


Felicity swung around in a fury. “You had no right to go poking and prying about my room. How dare you.”


She darted at Frederica to pull her hair, but Frederica scampered off, crying, “Wait till Mrs. Waverley hears of this!” None of the girls could ever bring themselves to call Mrs. Waverley “Mother.”


With a howl of rage Felicity ran after Frederica. The bell to signal that Mrs. Waverley was ready to take them out sounded from the hall below. Fanny sighed. Another day of scraps and quarrels. She wondered how on earth Felicity had managed to get hold of a romance. That was more interesting than the book itself.


She trailed down to the hall. Mrs. Waverley unfurled her parasol and said as usual, “Now, girls, shoulders straight and eyes down. And should any gentleman approach any of you, you are to pretend to be deaf.”


What gentleman was ever going to approach any of them, dressed as they were, thought Felicity gloomily. She had gained a certain distrust of men from Mrs. Waverley’s teachings. Still, it would be fun to be able to have a chance of spurning one of the monsters.


Out they went into the pale sunlight, Mrs. Waverley in front, Fanny behind, then Frederica, then Felicity. But this walk was going to be different.


Fanny did not know it, but this was the walk that was going to change her life.


They were just coming around the square for the fourth time, when a vastly fashionable lady fluttered up to Mrs. Waverley and cried, “It is you, is it not? The famous Mrs. Waverley?”


Mrs. Waverley stopped and looked suspiciously at the exquisite creature that was Lady Artemis. They made an odd contrast. Lady Artemis was wearing a dress of white leno, trimmed with a narrow edging of lace. Around her white shoulders was tied a scarf of pink Italian gauze, fastened on one side with a gold cord, the tassels descending nearly to her feet. She had shoes of the same color, decorated with small gold roses. Keeping her eyes lowered, Fanny gazed at those roses and thought it must be heaven to be allowed to wear anything so frivolous out in the street. Mrs. Waverley was a massive woman like the figurehead on a four-master. She had a large face and heavy chin and thick white skin. Her masses of brown hair streaked with gray were confined under a bonnet every bit as unfashionable and depressing as the bonnets the girls wore.


“I am she,” said Mrs. Waverley stiffly.


Pansy brown eyes gazed worshipfully at Mrs. Waverley as Lady Artemis breathed, “The famous Rights for Women Mrs. Waverley?”


Mrs. Waverley visibly unbent. “I have that modest reputation,” she said.


“Oh, that I could sit at your feet and hear your words of wisdom,” cried Lady Artemis. “I am a widow, too. Allow me to present myself—Lady Artemis Verity. So we widows know more than anyone the pain of being under the cruel domination of a man.”


“Quite so,” said Mrs. Waverley. “We must teach our sisters that it is possible for women to live free of the shackles of bondage. Men! Pah! We spurn them. We can exist in the sunlight, away from their shadow.”


“If only we could talk longer,” breathed Lady Artemis. At that moment a handsome guard’s officer rode past and raised his hat. With a stern effort Lady Artemis prevented herself from smiling at him.


“I am having a little soirée for like-minded ladies on Saturday,” said Mrs. Waverley. “You are more than welcome to attend. Eight o’clock.”


Lady Artemis thought of the Cordeys’ ball, which was to be held at the same time. Then she thought of the Earl of Tredair and smiled bewitchingly on Mrs. Waverley. “And if it is not too much to ask, Mrs. Waverley, I would like to bring a friend who has like-minded views but is starved for intellectual conversation.”


By now Mrs. Waverley was almost purring. “Bring your friend by all means, Lady Artemis.”


Lady Artemis decided to take her leave quickly before Mrs. Waverley asked the identity of this friend. “Thank you! Thank you!” cried Lady Artemis, sweeping a court curtsy. “Goodbye. A bientôt!”


The procession moved on.


When they entered the house, Mrs. Waverley summoned her housekeeper, Mrs. Ricketts, a formidable lady who acted as a sort of female butler. “We have just met a certain Lady Artemis Verity,” said Mrs. Waverley, “who is desirous to attend my soirée on Saturday. Find out about her and make sure she is not a fortune hunter.”


“I’ll send Martha,” said Mrs. Ricketts. “She’ll soon find out.”


Lady Artemis was sure that Mrs. Waverley would send some servant across the square to question her own servants. So she summoned her most handsome footman, Frank, and told him to loiter outside the house and tell anyone who asked that his mistress was a bluestocking, a man-hater, and a terrifying intellectual. After half an hour she had the satisfaction of seeing a dowdy maid leaving Mrs. Waverley’s, coming around the square, and falling into conversation with Frank.


Frederica had not told Mrs. Waverley about Felicity’s romance, and so the sisters were in one of their rare, friendly moods when they gathered in the drawing room with their sewing. For a long while the afternoon passed pleasantly enough, until Fanny said, “I don’t think that Lady Artemis is interested in women’s rights or anything other than how to entrap a man.”


“You’re jealous,” said Frederica, but without rancor. “Did you mark her gown? I could have ripped it off her back.”


“We have very pretty gowns of our own,” pointed out Felicity, “and heaps of jewels.”


“But we’re not allowed to wear them when anyone can see them,” pointed out Fanny.


“Oh, yes we are,” said Felicity. “We get to wear them at Mrs. Waverley’s soirées. You mean that men never get to see them.”


Mrs. Waverley glided majestically into the room. “Fanny was just saying that men never get to see our pretty clothes,” said Felicity maliciously.


“I did not!” retorted Fanny hotly.


“You said that no one ever got to see us in our pretty clothes,” said Felicity gleefully, “and since dear Mrs. Waverley’s friends always see us in our pretty clothes, who else can you mean but men!”


Fanny reddened. “Come with me, Fanny,” said Mrs. Waverley severely, “and we shall have a little talk.”


When she had left the room with Fanny, Frederica said, “You little cat. I shall tell her about that romance you are reading, damned if I don’t.”


“You said a bad word,” yelled Felicity. “I shall tell on you.”


They flew at each other and were soon rolling around on the floor, punching and pummeling. In truth, all the girls were dreadfully spoiled by boredom and by the unnaturally cloistered life they led and by the machinations of their protectress, who had brought them up to spy and tell tales on each other.


Downstairs in the library, Fanny sat with head bowed as a lecture on the iniquities of the male sex was poured into her ears.


Fanny tried to remember the horrors of the orphanage, she tried to remember how grateful to Mrs. Waverley she must always be, but that day she felt the beginnings of hot rebellion starting somewhere in the pit of her stomach. She, Fanny, wanted to wear pink silk shoes with gold roses and drive in the park in a pink silk-lined chariot drawn by four milk-white horses and have men look at her, lots and lots of men.


That feeling of rebellion grew and grew as Saturday approached. On Friday evening she felt restless and on fire. She took her bed candle and crept along the corridor to Felicity’s room and searched under the bed, finding nothing more interesting than the chamber pot. Then she slid her hand gently under Felicity’s pillow and felt the sharp edges of a book. She drew it out and crept back to her room and started to read her first romance.


In later years she was to smile at her folly and think what a really stupid book it had been. But that night it seemed the most wonderful love story in the world. She read and read until the red dawn crept into the room and the sooty birds began to chirp on the eaves outside.


She managed to catch some much needed sleep that day by pretending to be bent over her sewing while, in fact, being fast asleep. When the dressing bell rang, she felt gritty and tired and almost ill with all the new emotions surging through her body.


Less than ever did there seem to be any point in getting all dressed up for a crowd of women, but Fanny knew that if she did not wear her best, then Mrs. Waverley would send her back upstairs to put it on.


She donned a dress of spotted India muslin with puckered sleeves and the front richly ornamented with silver trimming and lace. Over the dress she wore a Persian robe of rich-figured amber sarcenet, made without sleeves and loose from the shoulder. Then she put on a girdle and armlets of gold studded with rubies. White shoes and gloves completed the ensemble. There was a turban encircled with a rouleau of silver muslin to go with the dress, but Fanny put it to one side, dressing her blond hair in one of the Grecian styles and ornamenting it with a gold circlet.
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