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Prologue
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London, 1761

The air in the room was thick with the smell of incense from the candles burning on every surface. The fire was built so high the heat was almost suffocating and the three men standing within the curtains at the foot of the great canopied bed were sweating. The candles threw long shadows onto the ornately papered walls, the dark carved moldings echoed in the carvings of the bed and the heavy furniture. Thick velvet curtains at the long windows deadened the sounds from the street below and the heavy Turkey carpet muffled the footsteps as one of the three men moved backwards out of the stiflingly close confines of the bed curtains.

“Where’s Jasper?” The querulous voice coming from the high-piled pillows at the head of the bed was a thin thread in the heat and the gloom. Immediately one of the two men still beside the bed hastened to his side. He wore the plain black clothes of a lawyer or man of business.

“Where indeed?” muttered the man who had moved away from the bed. He was tall and lean, the candlelight reflecting off a head of golden hair, drawn smoothly back from a wide forehead and fastened at his nape with a black velvet ribbon.

“He’ll be here, Perry.” The speaker bore a striking resemblance to the golden-haired man. He stepped away from the bed to join him. “You know Jasper. He’s never in a hurry.”

“If he doesn’t get here soon he’ll be too late, and we’ll all be the sufferers,” Peregrine stated, his voice still low. “The old man won’t settle anything without Jasper, Sebastian, you know that as well as I do.”

Sebastian shrugged. “So be it,” he said, casting a quizzical glance at his twin brother. Physically they were alike, but temperamentally a world apart. Sebastian was troubled by little, regarding the vicissitudes of life with a cheerful insouciance. Peregrine took everything seriously, to the point of obsession on occasion as far as his twin was concerned.

“I don’t need the damn leech, Alton. I need my damned nephew, damn his eyes.” Irascibility lent strength to the voice from the bed and an outflung arm swept dismissal at the black-clad figure hovering at his head. The face on the pillows, framed in thin locks of white hair, had the yellowish cast of infirmity and age, the skin creased and brittle, the blue eyes pale and blurred with cataracts. But nothing diminished the sharp intelligence of their expression. The long, skeletal fingers of a blue-veined hand twitched restlessly over the ivory beads of a rosary.

“I’m glad to hear you in such fine fettle, sir.” A new voice, smooth and mellow with a hint of slightly caustic humor in its depths, spoke from the doorway. Sebastian and Peregrine swung around, looking towards the door. Jasper St. John Sullivan, fifth Earl of Blackwater, resplendent in a suit of deepest blue velvet, an amethyst glowing in the froth of Mechlin lace at his throat, came into the room, closing the door behind him.

“Sebastian . . . Perry . . .” He greeted his younger brothers with a cordial nod as he approached the bed, one gloved hand resting negligently on the hilt of the sword at his hip. “Ah, you’re here too, Alton.” He nodded at the black-clad man who had straightened at his arrival and was now fixing him with an anxious gaze. “I suppose the presence of my uncle’s lawyer means we are here to do business.”

“You know damn well why I summoned you, Jasper.” The invalid was sounding stronger by the minute, struggling up against his pillows. “Help me up.”

Jasper leaned over and propped the pillows against his uncle’s back. “That better, sir?”

“It’ll do . . . it’ll do,” the old man said, and then was convulsed in a violent coughing fit, pressing a thick white napkin against his mouth as his shoulders heaved. Finally the spasms ceased and he fell back against his pillows struggling to catch his breath. He looked at the faces around his bed. “So, the crows have come to the feast,” he declared.

“Hardly that, sir, since it was you who insisted upon our presence,” Jasper said amiably, tossing his bicorne hat onto a nearby table. He was as dark as his brothers were fair. “I doubt any one of us would impose ourselves upon you had we not been obeying an apparently urgent summons.”

“You always were an insolent puppy,” the bedridden man declared, wiping his mouth again with the napkin. “Well, now you’re all here, let’s get on with it.” He drew the rosary up to his chest. “Tell ’em, Alton.”

The lawyer coughed discreetly into his fist and looked as if he would rather be anywhere other than where he was. His gaze darted from brother to brother and then finally came to rest on Jasper. “As you know, my lord, your uncle Viscount Bradley has recently returned to the bosom of the church.”

“A fact that lies between my uncle and his conscience,” the earl said with a touch of acerbity. “It hardly concerns my brothers and myself.”

“Ah, there you’re wrong, m’boy,” the viscount declared with a chuckle. His faded eyes had taken on a shimmer of amusement in which just a hint of malice could be detected. “It concerns all three of you most nearly.”

Jasper drew a japanned snuffbox from the deep pocket of his coat and flipped the lid, taking a delicate pinch. It was hot as Hades in the chamber, but much as he longed to fling a window wide onto the cool night air of early autumn he refrained. “Indeed, sir?” he said politely.

“Aye.” The old man’s smile was almost smug. “You want my fortune, and you shall have it, three even shares, if you abide by my conditions. Tell ’em, Alton.”

The three brothers exchanged glances. Jasper leaned back against a carved bedpost, his arms folded. “You have our attention, Alton.”

The lawyer coughed again and took up a sheaf of documents from a table beside the bed. He began to declaim. “It is so stipulated in Lord Bradley’s will and testament that his entire fortune be divided equally among his three nephews, Jasper St. John Sullivan, fifth Earl of Blackwater, the Honorable Peregrine Sullivan, and the Honorable Sebastian Sullivan on condition that before Lord Bradley’s death they each have taken to wife a woman who is in need of salvation, and that by bestowing on that woman their name and fortune, they are the means of said woman’s conversion to the paths of righteousness.”

There was an instant’s stunned silence, then Peregrine demanded, “What in heaven’s name does that mean? In need of salvation? Paths of righteousness?” He turned in bewilderment to his older brother.

Jasper’s shoulders were shaking with silent laughter. “Sir, you have outdone yourself,” he stated, bowing with mock humility to the figure in the bed. “I expected something out of the ordinary, but never in my wildest dreams could I have come up with this.”

“Then, nephew, I shall eventually go to my Maker well satisfied,” the viscount declared, his fingers busy on his rosary, although his eyes still retained the gleam of amusement. “You are a trio of reprobates and you shall see not a penny of my fortune until you have each taken to your hearts and reformed some poor lost soul. It is my fervent hope and prayer that in the process you will find your own reformation.”

The twin brothers were silent, Peregrine still staring in a degree of openmouthed astonishment, and even Sebastian for once looking nonplussed. Jasper thoughtfully tapped his mouth with his fingertips. “Well, I’m sure your goal is a worthy one, sir. And, while I can’t speak for my brothers, for myself I am humbled that you should have such a care for my immortal soul. I take it that should you succumb to your illness before we have accomplished this task, the will is void?”

The viscount chuckled and closed his eyes. “Believe me, dear boy, I have no intention of meeting my Maker until you three are well and truly leg-shackled to women who satisfy my terms. Alton will explain the rest.” He waved a hand at them. “Go away now, and send in that crow Cosgrove. I have some writing to do.”

Alton gathered up his papers and scurried to the door. Sebastian and Peregrine followed; only Jasper remained. He looked down at the old man, who was breathing in shallow gasps, the parchment skin seeming to grow more yellow as the candlelight flickered. “You old fraud,” he murmured. “Of course you’ve no intention of dying on us any time soon. But I will say this, Uncle. Of all the tricks you’ve perpetrated on the world and your fellow man over your long life, this one takes the crown for sheer hypocrisy.”

Another cackle of malicious amusement ended in a bout of coughing, and the old man waved him away. “Get out, dear boy. I need to preserve my strength . . . indeed, you three should be more than anxious to ensure that I do.” He lay back against the pillows, his eyes glittering as they rested on his nephew’s countenance. For an instant, the old man’s mouth moved in the semblance of a smile. “You’re more like me than you’d care to admit, dear boy.”

“Oh, I don’t deny it, sir.” Jasper chuckled softly. As he turned from the bed a thin angular figure slipped into the room in the black garments of a priest, the weighty gravity of his expression belying his youth.

“Father Cosgrove.” Jasper greeted him pleasantly.

“My lord.” The young priest bowed.

“Get over here, Cosgrove. I have another installment to write and time is running out.” The invalid’s irascible tones made Father Cosgrove wince slightly, but he hastened to the bedside with a murmured, “At once, my lord.”

Jasper shook his head, feeling sorry for the young priest whose role as amanuensis to Viscount Bradley could not have been an easy one . . . certainly no easier than his role as personal priest and confessor. Not for the first time Jasper wondered what project could so involve his uncle in the last months of his life.

He left the bedchamber and joined his brothers, gathered with the lawyer in the antechamber to the bedroom. Sebastian said without preamble, “Is the old man mad? Can we credit anything he has said?”

“Oh, I think so, Seb, yes,” Jasper observed. He strolled across to a sideboard and picked up a decanter of sherry. “This seems to be all that’s on offer. May I pour for you?” He didn’t wait for a response but filled two glasses and passed them to his brothers. “Alton, for you?”

“Uh, yes, m’lord. Thank you.” Alton fumbled uneasily with his folder of papers as he took the glass handed to him.

Jasper filled one for himself and then crossed the room to the fireplace that was mercifully empty. He put one foot on the fender, rested his free arm along the mantel, and regarded his brothers and the lawyer with the hint of a smile. “So, we have much to discuss, it would seem. No, Perry . . .” He held up an arresting hand as Peregrine began to say something. “Let me speak for a moment and try to present this as I see it.”

Peregrine subsided and perched on the arm of a sofa, staring fixedly at his elder brother. The lawyer sat stiffly on an armless, straight-backed chair, clutching his documents with one hand and his sherry glass in the other.

“First, there’s nothing wrong with our uncle’s mind. In fact I’d say it was working more sharply than ever.” Jasper shook his head. “I imagine he’s been planning this diabolical little scheme for months. Certainly since before he decided to have his road-to-Damascus epiphany.” His smile was sardonic as he took another pinch of snuff. “You may choose to take that at face value if you wish. I for one don’t believe a word of it; however the whys and wherefores need not concern us. The fact is plain enough. Our uncle is an extremely rich man.” He glanced at the lawyer. “Do you have a figure, Alton?”

“Uh . . . yes, yes, my lord.” He began to shuffle the papers but without looking at them. “Viscount Bradley’s estate is worth in excess of nine hundred thousand pounds.”

Jasper contented himself with a raised eyebrow, although Peregrine drew breath sharply and Sebastian gave a low whistle.

“A goodly sum indeed,” Jasper said after a moment. “Certainly worthy of a nabob of my uncle’s ingenuity. And he could reasonably assume that since his nephews don’t have two pennies to rub together they would be more than willing to fulfill any conditions he might lay down for their inheritance.”

“You have rather more than two pennies, Jasper,” Sebastian pointed out without rancor.

“Yes, I inherited a heavily encumbered estate in Northumberland and an equally mortgaged mausoleum in town, and more debts of our father’s than I can ever imagine settling,” Jasper returned, equally without rancor. “And somehow or other our family name seems to create the expectation of largesse to every devout and poverty-stricken family hanger-on.”

“You need the money too,” Peregrine agreed hastily.

“Precisely. And our uncle knows that perfectly well. He has no one else to leave it to—” He stopped as the lawyer cleared his throat.

“If I may interrupt, my lord. Lord Bradley has specified that if you and your brothers do not meet the criteria for inheritance before his death his entire estate will go to a convent . . . a silent order, I believe . . . in the Pyrenees.”

Jasper laughed with rich enjoyment. “Oh, has he, indeed? The old fox.” He went to refill his glass, bringing the decanter to his brothers, still laughing. “Well, my dears, it seems we either each comb the streets for a fallen woman and steer her into the paths of righteousness, or we settle for poverty at best and debtor’s prison at worst.” He took an armchair, lounging with one velvet-clad leg crossed over the other. Candlelight glimmered on the silver buckle of his shoe as he swung his foot indolently.

“I don’t see what you find so amusing, Jasper,” Peregrine said.

“Oh, don’t you, Perry? I do.” Sebastian gave his twin a twisted grin. “Jasper’s right. It’s a stark choice.”

“Alton, give us the gory details,” Jasper instructed the lawyer with a nod.

“Well, my lord, first of all, all three of you must satisfy the terms of the will before any one of you can inherit.” Alton shifted a little in his chair. “The weddings must all take place, as you know, before the viscount’s demise. And the estate is to be divided equally, after all the mortgages have been paid on Blackwater Manor, and on the London property, Blackwater House.”

Jasper nodded in appreciation. “So the old man has some family pride left. Go on. Tell us about our prospective wives. How are they to be described?”

The lawyer consulted his papers again. A flush adorned his cheekbones as he began to read. “ ‘Each prospective bride must be plucked from a situation that is injurious to her immortal soul. Each prospective bride must be without means to provide for a conventional existence. It goes without saying that each prospective bride will not be found in the conventional social circles in which my nephews customarily move, although such a bride may be found in the less acceptable social circles which I’m certain they also frequent.’ ”

“Oh, clever,” Jasper murmured. He chuckled again in admiration. “The old man really has outdone himself. Ever the family outcast himself, he’s determined to force the high sticklers of Sullivan convention to accept into the family women they wouldn’t allow to touch their dirty laundry. Such a neat revenge for all the slights he’s endured over the years. Can you imagine the outrage among the aunts? I can hear them now.” He shook his head, still chuckling.

“That would appear to be the gist of the viscount’s thinking, my lord,” Alton concurred, looking even more uncomfortable.

“I can’t believe even Uncle Bradley would come up with such a diabolical revenge,” Peregrine murmured. “You’re the head of the family, Jasper, they’ll have to acknowledge your wife however much it galls them.” He subsided, shaking his head gloomily.

“You have it in a nutshell, Perry.” His elder brother smiled into his sherry glass.

The lawyer coughed again. “There is one other thing, gentlemen.” He turned over a page. “His lordship has made available to each of you immediately the sum of five thousand pounds to facilitate your pursuit of a suitable bride. He understands that you are all, for whatever reason, somewhat short of funds.”

“And never did man speak a truer word,” Jasper murmured. He regarded his brothers. “Well, gentlemen, despite the obvious difficulties, do we agree to this joint venture?”

Sebastian shrugged. Then he came forward, hand outstretched. “I do . . . Perry?”

“Yes . . . yes, of course.” Peregrine jumped to his feet, his own hand extended. “But it’s a damn smoky business, whatever you say.”

“Of course . . . what else did you expect from Uncle Bradley?” Jasper inquired, taking his brothers’ hands in turn. He raised his glass in a toast. “Here’s to the success of our enterprise.”



Chapter One
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The Earl of Blackwater moved through the crowd of drunken revelers outside the Cock tavern in Covent Garden and strolled in leisurely fashion along the colonnaded Piazza. His black garments would have been somber except for the rich luster of the velvet and the soft cream of the lace at his throat and wrists. He wore no jewelry, only the blood-red ruby embedded in his signet ring. His black hair was confined at the neck with a simple silver clasp and he carried a black tricorne hat, its brim edged with gold braid.

He paused to take a leisurely pinch of snuff as he gazed idly around the thronged scene. It was midafternoon of a glorious green and gold day in early October and folk were out in force, men and women of every class and occupation. Dandies lounged with painted whores on their arms. Covent Garden was a market where the main commodity was flesh, whether offered by fashionably dressed ladies accompanied by their footmen, or their less fortunate sisters standing in the doorways of the coffeehouses and the wooden shacks that crowded the outskirts of the central court, lifting ragged petticoats to display the invitation of a plump thigh.

Jasper set his hat on his head as he walked, one hand as always on the hilt of his sword, both mind and body alert. The nimble fingers of a pickpocket were all too frequently encountered in Covent Garden and anywhere else in the city where crowds gathered.

He had just been visiting Viscount Bradley and felt the need to breathe some fresh cool air after the viscount’s overheated bedchamber. He had found his uncle as irascible as ever, but out of bed and seated by a blazing fire, imbibing, liberally and against his physician’s orders, the rich ruby contents of a decanter of port. Father Cosgrove, quill in hand, sat at the secretaire in the window embrasure, and the rather pathetic relief he had evinced at the earl’s unannounced arrival earned Jasper’s sympathy once more.

A slight smile touched his lips as Jasper recalled his uncle’s response to the offer his nephew had made to have his body transported to the family mausoleum at Blackwater Manor on his death—a response that had caused poor Father Cosgrove to seek the instant comfort of his rosary, his lips moving in silent prayer.

I don’t want to rot in the company of those sanctimonious, holier-than-thou ancestors, nephew. I’ve lived my life and paid for my sins, and I’ll lie with other good, honest sinners in a good, honest churchyard.

He had then demanded to know how far Jasper had progressed in his search for a wife, a question that had reminded the Earl of Blackwater of his negligence thus far. He had left his uncle’s house and was now strolling in Covent Garden, mulling over what seemed an intractable problem. He had no desire to marry anyone, let alone some forlorn creature in need of spiritual salvation; he had enough need of that for himself. But without his uncle’s money, he was eventually facing debtors’ prison and a pauper’s grave, not to mention the irretrievable loss of everything the Blackwater family held dear. And, he had to admit, he had enough pride in his family’s name and lineage not to view its loss with sanguinity.

He realized his footsteps were taking him towards a pieman. The tray slung around the lad’s neck was laden with golden offerings, fragrant steam rising from the puffed crusts. Only then did Jasper recognize his own hunger. He hadn’t eaten since the previous evening and the scent set his juices running. He was reaching for the leather pouch of coins he kept in an inside pocket of his waistcoat when something ran headlong into his midriff.
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A few minutes earlier Clarissa Astley had been weaving through the mass of people thronging the Great Piazza, trying to keep her quarry in view. Fortunately Luke was a tall man, and he wore a high-crowned beaver hat that made him even easier to keep in her line of sight. At nine o’clock that morning her weeklong vigil had been rewarded. Luke had left his house on Ludgate Hill, walking with a purposeful air along High Holborn. Clarissa had followed, easily keeping a discreet distance, ducking in and out of the busy traffic on the thoroughfare.

She had no idea where he was going but could only hope that he would take her to her brother, or at least to somewhere that would give her a clue as to where Francis was being held. Luke’s destination had become clear after a few side turns, and shortcuts down alleyways and through shadowy courts. He was making for Covent Garden. So, she had come full circle, Clarissa reflected wearily. She had left King Street in Covent Garden early that morning and was now back there a mere four hours later.

She ducked into the colonnade of the Great Piazza, keeping him in view. He was walking more slowly now, glancing at the pamphlets on display in the booths lining the Piazza, and she realized almost too late that he had stopped dead outside one famous for its particularly obscene offerings. She just managed to stop herself from running into him and dived sideways, head down. She was brought up short when her lowered head met resistant flesh, and her shoulders were grasped ungently by a pair of hard hands.

“Oh, no, you don’t,” an annoyed voice declared. “Believe me, miss, I’m more than up to the tricks of a pickpocket.”

Clarissa raised her head and stared in incredulous indignation at the man holding her.

“Let go of me.” She tried to wriggle her shoulders free of his grip.

“Why should I? You were about to rob me,” Jasper pointed out almost affably.

Her voice, although clearly furious, was surprisingly melodious and he could detect no hint of a London twang. He scrutinized her intently. His hands were curled in a tight grip over a pair of slim shoulders. A pair of jade-green eyes gazed up at him in surprise and anger, and they belonged to one of the loveliest countenances Jasper had ever encountered.

“I most certainly was not,” Clarissa declared, outraged. “Why would I want to rob you?”

“Why would you not?” he asked mildly. Covent Garden held all sorts of ruffians and mountebanks of both sexes, and despite this girl’s beauteous countenance and the delicacy of her accent, there was nothing else about her to set her apart from the rest of the rogues in the Piazza. She was clad simply in a countrified linen gown and apron. Her hair was tied back in a kerchief and he could see only a few stray reddish-gold tendrils on her forehead. It was enough however to make him want to see the rest of it.

His anger was gone, replaced with curiosity and the most definite stirrings of a more personal interest. “I doubt you have much coin about you, which is the general case with pickpockets.” It was a guess but one he hoped might elicit more information.

“You’ve no right to make such an assumption,” she declared. “What I have and don’t have is my business.”

“As long as you don’t have anything of mine, I would agree with you.” He frowned down at her. “If you weren’t attempting to rob me, what were you doing bumping into me in that deliberate fashion?”

Her attention seemed to have wandered, he realized incredulously. Instead of giving him an answer, she was peering around him with an air of acute frustration, ignoring the hold he still had on her shoulders. “Now I’ve lost him,” she muttered.

“Lost whom? Answer me, if you please. Whom have you lost and why did you so deliberately bump into me, if you were not intending to pick my pocket?”

“I was trying to hide from someone,” she explained impatiently. “And now, by detaining me, you’ve ruined everything.”

“My apologies.” His voice was dry. “Maybe one day I’ll understand the logic of that. As far as I can see, I haven’t revealed your presence to anyone with apparent interest in it.” He looked pointedly around. The crowd went about its heedless way as always, and he could detect no suspiciously attentive glances in their direction.

“Why do you need to hide from someone?” Jasper was unwilling to release his grip on her shoulder, although she tried again to wriggle free. He was certain she would be off into the crowd before he could draw another breath and he wasn’t prepared to lose her just yet.

“That’s none of your business either,” she said. “Just let me go, please. You have no right to detain me.”

“Are you from one of the nunneries?” he asked, hazarding a guess. It would explain her presence in the Piazza. Possibly she was running from an unwelcome proposition. She was certainly lovely and fresh enough to attract only the best custom, and he could well imagine any one of the pimps and madams who ran the many such establishments in and around Covent Garden would find her a valuable acquisition. Her simple dress didn’t indicate a top-class establishment, but judging by her accent someone had gone to some trouble to eradicate the rougher edges to her speech in preparation for a higher class of client, so maybe she was being groomed to take her place among the ranks of the elite courtesans in a good house.

Something flashed across the green eyes but he couldn’t read it. Then she said, “Maybe, maybe not. What’s it to you, sir?” Her eyes narrowed suddenly. “Why, are you in the market for a little play?”

It was almost as if she was issuing a challenge, Jasper thought. She hadn’t said one way or the other, but the obliqueness of her answer had to be confirmation of his suspicions. And then the obviousness of his next move made him laugh out loud.

The laugh disconcerted Clarissa. She was already regretting the ridiculous impulse that had prompted that last question. Sometimes the devil seemed to run her tongue and she was always having to deal with the unintended consequences of a glib statement or question.

“What’s so funny?”

“Oh, just a rather delightful conjunction of supply and demand,” he said. “I think you’ll do. Oh, yes, I think you’ll do very well.”

“Do what?” She looked up at him, unease replacing her anger.

“A little job I need done,” he said.

“What job?” She took a step back, but he tightened his hold on her shoulder.

“If you come with me, I’ll explain.”

“You must be mad. Let me go or I’ll call the beadle.”

He shook his head. “No, if anyone’s going to call the beadle it’ll be me. And whom do you think he’ll believe?”

Anger flashed again across the jade eyes. “That’s not fair.”

“No,” he agreed. “But little in this life is. What’s your name?”

“Clarissa.” She had answered before she could stop herself and could have bitten out her tongue.

“Well, Clarissa, I suggest we go and find a glass of wine and something to fill our bellies and I will make you a proposition.”

“I have no interest whatsoever in any proposition you might make . . . whoever you are.” Her voice was as haughty as she could make it, acutely conscious as she was of the vulnerability of her position. He had the advantage in every way, as he’d just pointed out. No one would believe the word of a seemingly powerless, friendless girl roaming the colonnades of the Great Piazza against that of a powerful gentleman oozing wealth and privilege.

“Jasper St. John Sullivan, fifth Earl of Blackwater, at your service, madam.” He smiled down at her, and the smile illuminated his expression as if lamps had been lit behind his eyes. “Would you do me the honor of dining with me?”

Clarissa blinked once and her gaze was suddenly both speculative and calculating. Was there an opportunity here? If her present quest had taught her anything it was never to overlook the possibility of an opportunity. This gentleman could be a most powerful friend, and if anyone needed a friend at present it was she. And if the encounter turned sour, she could look after herself. She had proved that several times already.

Besides, there was something about the man, something about those black eyes, that pulled her to him. She wanted to know more about this proposition; maybe if what he wanted was something she could supply easily enough, she could bargain for his help in exchange. And besides, on a more mundane plane, she realized she was hungry. It had been a long time since dawn, when she’d broken her fast.

“Very well,” she said, throwing caution to the wind. “The Angel has venison pie on Tuesdays.”

“Then venison pie it shall be.” He released her shoulder but instead took her arm, slipping it through his, and Clarissa felt as firmly if less obviously captured as before. It made her uneasy but she was in the most public venue, surrounded by folk who would surely come to her aid if she screamed for help. And then again, of course they wouldn’t, she reflected wryly. But she knew how and where to place a knee to best advantage, and she had sharp teeth, and she could run faster than a man with a sword at his hip. She could vanish into the crowd before he’d realize which way she’d gone.

With such spurious comfort, she allowed herself to be led into the Angel tavern. It was dark, noisy, and crowded. At first glance she could see no empty space at any of the long tables and ale benches but her companion steered her effortlessly through the crowd to a small secluded table in a nook beside the fireplace. The two men sitting there glanced up as they approached, then, without a word spoken, they got up, took their tankards, and plunged into the fray in the center of the room.

The unspoken power of wealth and privilege again, Clarissa thought. “Amazing,” she murmured. “They vanish at a look. It must be quite something to have such power, my lord.”

He hooked a stool forward with his foot and gestured for her to take it. “Oh, one grows accustomed to it.” A smile glimmered in his eyes again as he took the stool opposite her, and Clarissa realized that he was probably a match for any attempts to puncture his complacence with sarcasm.

Jasper glanced over his shoulder and beckoned imperatively at the tavern wench threading her way through the crowd, two overfull tankards spilling over her hands as she held them high above the throng. She responded with a nod, deposited the tankards on a table already wet and slippery with spilled ale, and weaved her way across to the nook, wiping her hands on her stained apron. Her quick glance took in the elegance of the gentleman and the rather drab appearance of his companion.

“What’ll it be, sir?”

“Two dozen oysters, two tankards of Rhenish . . . and then the venison pie with a bottle of mine host’s burgundy . . . the one he keeps in the back. He’ll know which one.”

The girl looked at him with a degree of admiration. “Yes, m’lord.” She didn’t bother to look again at Clarissa, who assumed rightly that the tavern wench had decided she’d seen her like before and knew exactly what commercial arrangement existed between them. “Jake don’t usually let them bottles out in ’ere. Keeps ’em for private parties an’ the like.”

“I think you’ll find he’ll make an exception.” Jasper took a pinch of snuff, then dropped the silver embossed box back into his deep coat pocket and regarded Clarissa with a speculative gleam.

“So, Clarissa, how long have you been in London?”

“What makes you think I haven’t been here all my life?” She was somewhat taken aback by the question.

“Oh . . . just something about you . . . about your voice. You don’t speak like a native Londoner.”

“But neither do you, my lord,” she pointed out.

“No, but then I too have my roots elsewhere in the country and count London as a place I visit.”

“But you have a house here?”

“That is true. So, how long have you been in London?”

“A few months,” she prevaricated, by no means ready to confide any personal details until she had established whether the earl could be of service to her.

“What part of the country are you from?” He leaned forward, sweeping crumbs off the table with his glove, before resting his forearms on the surface. His black eyes looked closely at her, but there was nothing unfriendly or dangerous in the look, Clarissa decided.

“Bedfordshire way,” she said with a shrug. “I came to make my fortune.” It seemed a reasonably vague explanation, one that could mean either any number of things or nothing at all. A throwaway comment. She laughed. “A fond hope, you might say.”

“Not necessarily.” He paused as the tavern girl leaned over his shoulder to put a platter of opened oysters in the middle of the table, the pearly gray mollusks glistening against the opalescent shells. She put two pewter tankards of golden wine beside the platter and backed away.

“Oysters are supposed to be an aphrodisiac,” Jasper remarked, slurping one from the shell, savoring the liquid as it slipped down his throat. “But of course you know that.” He reached for his tankard, drank deeply, watching his companion the whole time.

Why would she know that? Clarissa wondered, taking an oyster from the platter. It certainly wasn’t a fact either her mother or her governess had felt necessary to impart. She sucked the oyster neatly from the shell with a flick of her tongue, and then took another. She paused with the shell held close to her lips, wondering why he was looking at her so closely, before flicking her tongue again and sucking the fishy morsel out of its shell.

Jasper was momentarily mesmerized. It was the most audaciously seductive gesture, and if she was setting out to capture a wealthy client she was going about it in a very skilled fashion. But for some reason the seductiveness, which in another woman would have amused and enticed him, didn’t suit this one, and he realized that he did not like it one bit.

“What’s the matter?” she demanded, setting down the empty shell and reaching for another. “Why’re you looking at me like that?”

“Oh, don’t play the innocent with me.” He laughed with a touch of scorn and took another oyster. “I prefer my women to be straightforward, and my . . .” He hesitated, looking for the right word. “My arrangements . . . shall we say . . . to be equally so. A commodity is for sale, a price agreed, and all parties are satisfied.”

Oh, sweet heaven, why in the world had she thought her response a clever way of dissipating curiosity? She’d come to make her fortune. How had she expected him to interpret that? It was time to bring an end to this charade; she was out of her league and just digging herself deeper and deeper into the cesspit.

She spoke with quiet vehemence. “I’m sure your women are more than happy to satisfy your demands, sir. I, on the other hand, don’t come into that category and have absolutely no interest in them.” She pushed back her stool, preparing to get up, but his hand shot out, pinning her own hand to the table.

“Just a minute, Clarissa. We both know what this is all about, so let’s not play games. Believe me, if you hope to increase your price with such artifice it won’t work. I don’t find it amusing or appealing.”

Clarissa, incredulous, stared at him in silence. But her incredulity was directed more at herself and her own stupidity. Of course she should have expected a proposition on these lines. He’d found her wandering the Piazza among the whores; she had not exactly denied that she lived in one of the nunneries—well, in honesty that would be hard to deny, but the circumstances were so different. She had to extricate herself as quickly as possible.

“Let me go, please.”

He didn’t move his hand, merely said impatiently, “My dear girl, you came with me to discuss a proposition. I could only have meant one kind of proposition, so don’t pretend to be insulted.”

Clarissa reached with her free hand for the tiny oyster fork and a second later the Earl of Blackwater, with a bellow of pain, brought his bleeding hand to his mouth. Clarissa was gone on the instant, her stool clattering to the floor with the violent speed of her exit.

Jasper stared after her, then with an oath he jumped to his feet, nearly colliding with the tavern wench bearing a crusted bottle of burgundy and a venison pie. He paused long enough to throw a coin on the table, then pushed his way through the taproom and out onto the Piazza. He searched the crowd looking for the girl and thought he caught sight of her disappearing around the corner of the colonnade. He set off in pursuit, his long stride eating up the yards.

He saw her as soon as he’d turned the corner from James Street. She was some way ahead and once paused to look back. He ducked behind a pillar and when she started off again, he followed, keeping his distance. He didn’t know why he was bothering with this girl; there were plenty like her in the city. But he’d never come across one with quite such an arresting countenance, he amended. And there was something about her spirit, a quickness of wit that would make her the ideal player in the charade. And he was piqued by her quixotic behavior. Why would she treat a potentially well-paying client with such discourtesy? He rubbed his throbbing hand, conscious of a vengeful impulse to get his own back. She’d deprived him of his burgundy and venison pie into the bargain.

She had reached her destination. He stood in the doorway of a bagnio and watched as the girl disappeared into a discreet house on King Street. It was a nunnery run by one Mother Griffiths. A top-flight brothel catering to the highest class of client, certainly, but a house of ill repute nevertheless.

So much for Mistress Clarissa’s protestations of innocence. Jasper smiled to himself. Whatever game she was playing, he could deal a better hand. He strolled across the street and lifted the brass knocker on the front door.



Chapter Two
 [image: Image]


Clarissa entered the square hallway and heard the steward close the door behind her with a little sigh of relief. She felt exhausted, as if she’d just run from a pack of hounds. She had made a big mistake, somehow believing that she could look after herself in this depraved and bewildering city. What on earth had made her think she could tangle with a man like the Earl of Blackwater? Enter some kind of bargain with him?

Sounds of laughter, soft voices, and the faint strains of a pianoforte came from behind double doors leading off the hallway. Some of the girls must be entertaining already, although it was early in the day for their work to start. But most of them had regular clients whom they entertained with all the gracious hospitality of a lady of the manor. It was a very strange business, this matter of selling flesh.

She made her way up the broad stairs to the wide second-floor landing, and then up a much narrower stair to the attic floor, where she had her own sanctuary, such as it was.

It was a small chamber high under the eaves with a dormer window looking down onto King Street. It was a maid’s room, furnished simply enough with a cot against one wall, a rickety-legged dresser on which reposed a cracked basin and ewer, and a low chair by a small grate, empty now, but she would have to pay for coal once winter set in, pay for it and haul it up three flights of stairs from the basement coal cellar.

But by the time winter came, she and Francis would be settled somewhere safe and secluded, far away from the city. Clarissa sat down on the cot to untie her kerchief and kick off her shoes. Really she should have been back on the streets searching for a more salubrious lodging, but her feet ached after her round-trip trek to Ludgate Hill, and for the moment she couldn’t summon up the energy. At least here she was alone and unthreatened, however inappropriate the environment.

Clarissa had found her present garret just after her arrival in London by responding to an advertisement in one of the pamphlet shops in the Piazza. Of course, with hindsight she should have realized that rooms for rent in Covent Garden were intended for a particular type of lodger, one who was expected to pay her rent on her back. After this morning’s debacle, it seemed she still hadn’t learned the facts of Covent Garden life.

Mother Griffiths, after her initial astonishment at being applied to by a young woman who was clearly not a prostitute, had laughed heartily and agreed to rent the garret if Clarissa paid the same as the working girls in the house. Tired and alone in a city that scared her as much as it confused her, Clarissa had been comforted by her landlady’s friendly disposition and accepted the arrangement. But now she knew she couldn’t continue to stay there. She had already had several difficult encounters with stray clients on the stairs, and the prospect so unnerved her that she found it hard to garner the courage to leave her chamber in the evening.

And now, like some naïve idiot, she had given the impression to a strange man that she was open to any proposition that would be acceptable to any of the usual inhabitants of the bagnios and nunneries lining the Piazza. Well, it had been a narrow escape and another lesson well learned. And she’d lost Luke into the bargain. Although she thought now that it was unlikely his destination in Covent Garden would have revealed anything about Francis’s whereabouts. Luke had had pleasure of some kind in mind; why else visit the Piazza?

In the morning she would renew her watch on his house and hopefully she would have better luck then. Until then, there was a whole afternoon and evening to get through, listening to the squeals, the bangs, the creaking beds, the occasional cry, footsteps up and down the stairs, all the sounds of a lively brothel at night.

She lay back on the cot, trying to ignore the fact that she was hungry. Two oysters didn’t go far and she could find it in her to regret missing not only the rest of the oysters but the venison pie and the burgundy. Maybe she should have pretended to listen to the earl and at least enjoyed a good meal in return. She closed her eyes.

Was Francis hungry?

All desire to sleep vanished and Clarissa sat up abruptly. How could she forget why she was here, even for a second? She was no closer to finding her little brother than she had been a week ago when she’d first arrived. And one thing that was becoming abundantly clear . . . she wasn’t going to find him without help. The city was such a heaving, confusing monster of a place, a maze of twisting lanes and alleys, strange dark courts filled with shadows, and everywhere people, all hurrying, noisy, and rough. Every corner seemed to hide some danger, some sinister threat, and each time she ventured forth, Clarissa had to steel herself.

She got up from the cot and went to the leather chest that contained the few possessions she had brought with her to London. This was never intended to be an extended visit. Once she had Francis in safekeeping, she would shake the dust of this grim city from her heels and they would find a safe haven, somewhere where they could hide for the next ten months. Kneeling in front of the chest she lifted the lid and took out the letter. It was an ill-written, misspelled scrawl, but the message was clear enough. If only she could find the anonymous messenger . . .
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The steward who answered the Earl of Blackwater’s imperative knock at the door bowed deeply. “My lord. May I say what a pleasure it is to see you?”

“You may.” The earl handed him his hat and cane as he strode into the hall. “Is Mistress Griffiths at home?”

“Yes, my lord. I’ll tell her you’re here at once. Would you wait in the parlor?” The steward opened the door onto a small, pleasantly furnished chamber, where gentlemen callers were accustomed to await their ladies. The room was empty and Jasper walked across to the window, looking idly out into the street, his hands clasped loosely at his back.

The door opened again in a very few minutes. “Why, my lord Blackwater, this is a rare pleasure indeed.” A woman in a billowing sacque gown of a startling shade of yellow, her hair piled high beneath the folds of an elaborate striped turban, closed the door behind her and regarded her visitor quizzically. “Dare I hope you are come to do business at my humble establishment, my lord?”

Jasper turned from the window, a slight smile on his lips. He bowed. “Good afternoon, Nan.” He put up his glass and remarked, “You are in remarkably good looks, madam.”

“Oh, flatterer.” She waved a hand at him. “I’m fagged to death if the truth be told. Will you take a glass of Madeira?”

“With pleasure.” He took a seat in the corner of the sofa, regarding her still with that faint smile. Margaret Griffiths, known to her intimates as Nan, was a woman of a certain age whose heavily painted face did little to hide the ravages of a life lived at the edge of debauchery. Her gown was suited to a much younger woman and the bubbling swell of an overripe bosom lacked the pristine creaminess the deep décolletage was designed to show off. But no one would make the mistake of dismissing Mother Griffiths as a raddled old hag past her prime. She was one of the sharpest businesswomen in the city.

He swung his quizzing glass idly back and forth as he asked, “So, talking of business, how is it these days?”

“Oh, well enough, as always.” She handed him a glass and took a seat opposite. “There are always customers for the commodity I am selling, in good times and in bad.” She sipped her Madeira. “But you, Jasper, have not been one of them, at least not since you attained your majority.”

Jasper smiled slightly. He was remembering his first visit to Mother Griffiths’s establishment at the age of sixteen, escorted by his uncle Bradley on one of the viscount’s rare returns to England from his business empire in India. Lord Bradley had been horrified to discover that his nephew was still a virgin and had set about repairing the omission with a dedicated enthusiasm. That, of course, had been quite some years before his lordship had decided to return to the fold of the Catholic church. And Jasper was still unconvinced of that particular conversion.

“Yes, you did enjoy your visits then,” Mistress Griffiths said, reading his mind and the significance of the reminiscent smile. “What was her name, that young filly who took your heart? Meg . . . Mollie . . . Millie . . .”

“Lucille.” Jasper corrected with a dry smile. “Lucy.”

“Oh, yes, I remember.” She nodded. “Took your heart and broke it too, as I recall.”

“I was a naïve simpleton.” Jasper shook his head. “It never occurred to me, foolish lad that I was, that a lady of the night couldn’t afford to let her emotions confuse the transaction.”

“And you’ve avoided such ladies ever since, as I understand it.” She lifted an eyebrow.

“I prefer these arrangements to be exclusive,” he agreed. “And that, my dear Nan, brings me to the point of this visit . . . not, of course, that your company alone isn’t incentive enough.”

She laughed. “Such pretty words, m’dear; you always did have a smooth tongue, even as a stripling.” She reached for the decanter beside her and refilled their glasses. “So, to the point.”

“I came across one of your young ladies in the Piazza a short while ago.”

“Oh?” Her eyes narrowed. “I wasn’t aware anyone had left the house thus far today. For the most part they’re either still abed getting their beauty sleep or preparing themselves for the evening. Only Anna and Marianna are entertaining in the salon.”

“This is a rather unusual young lady,” Jasper said slowly, taking a sip of his wine. “Rather plainly dressed, but far from a plain countenance. By the name of Clarissa, I believe.”

Nan Griffiths’s face was abruptly swept clear of all expression, something Jasper remembered from the past. When it came to discussing and negotiating business, Nan Griffiths had the ability of the most gifted gamester to conceal her thoughts.

“Clarissa,” she murmured. “Yes . . . very fresh . . . a newcomer . . . a country girl.”

“So she said.”

“You spoke with her at length?”

“I tried to, but something I said offended her.” He glanced ruefully at his hand. An ugly bruise was developing around the two tiny pinpricks of the oyster fork. “I’m not sure whether it was what I said, or the manner in which I said it. Either way, she reacted somewhat vehemently. I had been intending to make her a proposition but she ran from me before I could begin. I followed her here.”

“Did she . . . did she say she worked here?”

He shook his head. “Not in so many words, but as I said I followed her. I saw her come in and assumed . . . unless . . .” He stopped, frowning. “Is she in domestic service . . . a maidservant?”

“No . . . no, not that.” Nan tapped her painted fingernails against the wooden arm of her chair. “You wished to make her a proposition . . . what kind of a proposition?”

“I would prefer to make that directly to Clarissa,” he said. “Forgive me, Nan, but it’s a rather delicate matter. I would, of course, pay your usual commission.”

“And her services would be exclusively yours.”

He nodded. “Without question.”

Nan rose to her feet. “If you’ll excuse me for a few minutes, Jasper.” She sailed from the room, her loose train flowing behind her. She went upstairs and into the small chamber that served as her office, closing the door firmly. She sat down at the secretaire and gazed into the middle distance. She had never turned down the opportunity to make money and she didn’t intend to turn down this one. But the girl in the garret was not one of her employees.

Nan was well aware that that astonishing beauty compounded by a fresh-faced innocence would attract the very highest bidders. It was inevitable, of course, that she would lose the innocence, but there were plenty of sophisticated buyers who would then pay a small fortune for an experienced courtesan with that elegance of form and beauty of countenance. Mistress Clarissa could have a satisfactorily long career if she played her cards right. But Nan had sensed that the girl was not alone in the world, for all the vulnerability of her present position, and natural caution had kept her from attempting to persuade, or coerce, her into the harlot’s life until she had found out more about her.

But this put a different complexion on things. Jasper St. John Sullivan, fifth Earl of Blackwater, was the kind of protector any girl would be lucky to have. He had no deviant appetites, unless he’d developed them in the last ten years, and he was known to honor his commitments. He would pay the procuress well, and the girl would be well looked after for the duration of whatever arrangement Jasper had in mind.

Nan made her decision. She left her study and climbed the stairs to the attic. She knocked once sharply on the door to Clarissa’s chamber and entered on the knock. “Ah, good, you’re here.” She closed the door and regarded the startled Clarissa with an assessing eye. “How old are you, my dear?”

Clarissa had jumped to her feet at the sound of the knock. Startled, she stared at her visitor. “I have twenty summers, ma’am, but what is that to do with anything?”

“Quite a lot,” Nan stated. “It means you’re no child, for all your countrified innocence.”

Clarissa flushed with mingled embarrassment and annoyance. “I may be innocent in some things, ma’am, but I can have a care for myself, believe me.”

“Well, we shall see.” Nan went briskly to the dilapidated armoire in the corner of the room. “Do you have another gown, something a little less plain?”

Clarissa stiffened. “No, but what if I had? Why does that interest you, ma’am?”

“You have a visitor, my dear. A very important visitor who is most anxious to have speech with you. I believe you met him in the Piazza this afternoon.”

Clarissa swallowed, drawing herself up to her full height. “I met a gentleman certainly, or at least he appeared to be a gentleman; his behavior indicated otherwise.”

“The Earl of Blackwater is a gentleman in every respect.” Her landlady contradicted her briskly as she riffled through the scant collection of garments in the armoire. “And he is downstairs waiting to speak to you about a proposition he would make you.”

“But I stuck an oyster fork in his hand,” Clarissa exclaimed. “Why would he want to talk to me now?”

“You did what?” Nan, who was rarely surprised by anything, could not hide her astonishment. She spun around to stare in disbelief at Clarissa.

“Well, he insulted me,” Clarissa stated, trying not to sound apologetic. She had nothing to apologize for. “It was instinctive . . . I didn’t think. Is he here to haul me off to the justice of the peace for assault?”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s what his lordship has in mind.” Nan chuckled, turning back to her examination of the contents of the armoire. “Vindictive he is not. But perhaps, to make amends, you should listen to his proposition. No one will compel you to accept it.” This last was said into the contents of the armoire and Clarissa barely heard it.

“This is a mite prettier than that dull old thing you’re wearing.” Nan brought out a simple gown of bronze muslin. “Change into this, dear, and then run along downstairs and talk to him. You owe him an apology at the very least.”

“Maybe I do, but I don’t need to change my dress for that,” Clarissa declared. “And neither do I need to listen to any proposition. But I will, in courtesy, apologize for hurting him.” Even if it’s just to prove that I am more mannerly than an earl. But that she kept to herself, adding instead, “He owes me an apology too for being so insulting. And so I shall tell him.” She sat on the cot to put her shoes on again. “Where is he, ma’am?”

“In the small parlor to the left of the front door.” Nan wisely gave up any further attempt to work on her lodger, sensing that it would be useless at best and put up her defenses at worst. She followed Clarissa out of the chamber and downstairs.

Clarissa ran lightly down the two flights of stairs, in a hurry to be done with this awkward business. She had no desire to be always looking over her shoulder for a vengeful earl at her heels, so a quick apology for the injury, and it would be over and done with. She tried to ignore the flicker of curiosity about the proposition. What did a man in the earl’s position offer a harlot? It would be interesting to know in a general kind of way. But then, ruefully remembering the old adage about curiosity and cats, she reflected that her curiosity had always been a besetting sin and had led her into more trouble than she cared to revisit.

She laid a hand on the latch of the door, telling herself that she was safe enough here, much less vulnerable in the house than on the open street, and there was a certain sense of security, whether false or not, imparted by the presence of Mistress Griffiths and the steward, standing sentinel in the hall behind her.

Jasper stood up as she entered. His first thought was that her hair, no longer hidden by the kerchief, was every bit as magnificent as he’d expected. It swept from a widow’s peak above her broad forehead in a glistening red-gold cascade to her shoulders, and his fingers itched to run themselves through the luxuriant silken mass. She stood with her back to the door, and her green eyes, fixed upon his countenance, held a distinctly militant spark. Her mouth was set in a firm line and a frown creased her forehead between fair, delicately arched eyebrows.

“I understand you have something to say to me, sir.” Her voice was cold, and there was nothing about her posture that indicated she accepted any differences in their social status, nothing that indicated she was the seller and he was the buyer, she the commoner and he the aristocrat. Jasper was intrigued. He had never before come across a Covent Garden denizen who behaved as if she was anything else.

“You left me somewhat abruptly earlier.” He moved a chair forward for her. “I would like to renew our conversation. May I offer you a glass of Madeira?”

She shook her head and remained standing by the door. “No, thank you. If I didn’t feel guilty about hurting your hand, I wouldn’t be here at all. So, as a form of apology I will hear you out, but please don’t take long about it.”

Jasper rubbed his hand reflectively, contemplating her in silence for a minute before asking, “What did I say that upset you so?”

She shrugged impatiently. “It matters little now. Could you please say what you came to say and then go?” A thought suddenly struck her and she wondered irritably why she hadn’t thought to ask as soon as she walked into the room. “How did you find me here?”

“I followed you.” He smiled, and again it was as if a lamp had been lit behind his eyes, it so transformed his expression. He extended his hands palm-up in a gesture of surrender. “My dear girl, could we cry truce? I beg your pardon for insulting you earlier, although I have to confess I don’t quite understand how I did. I was merely drawing an assumption from the obvious.” He moved an expressive hand around the room. “You’ll have to forgive me if I point out the obvious, but you do live here, under the protection of Nan Griffiths.”

And the sooner she moved out the better, Clarissa thought grimly. Without revealing her true circumstances, and she couldn’t possibly do that, she had no choice but to leave him with his assumptions. “Can we conclude this conversation now? I have things to do.”

“You still haven’t heard my proposition,” he pointed out. “Would you please take a seat?” There was a touch of impatience in his tone now and his eyes had lost their earlier warmth. He indicated the chair he had brought forward for her, and Clarissa, after a moment’s hesitation, sat down.

“Now, we will drink a glass of Madeira together and begin afresh.” He handed her a glass and resumed his seat in the corner of the sofa again. “To come straight to the point, I need you to marry me.”

Clarissa choked on her wine. She just managed to set down the glass before it spilled everywhere, then succumbed to a violently spluttering fit of coughing. She fumbled in vain for a handkerchief in the wide lace-edged sleeve of her gown.

“Take this.” An elegant square of Mechlin lace was dropped in her lap and she mopped at her streaming eyes.

“Thank you.” She dabbed her mouth with the handkerchief and then crumpled it into a ball in her hand as she raised her pink face and stared at him with damp and reddened eyes. “I must have misheard you.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” he said with a shake of his head. “I’m sure you heard me correctly, but if you promise not to choke again I’ll repeat it if you wish.”

She held out a hand as if to ward him off. “No, don’t do that, I beg you. What an absurd thing to say.”

He seemed to consider the matter before saying, “I can see how you might think that. But you haven’t heard all the details as yet.”

“Spare me the details.” Clarissa began to get up. “I don’t see why you should wish to make game of me, but now you’ve amused yourself so thoroughly at my expense I will take my leave.”

“Sit down, Clarissa.”

The peremptory tone was so unexpected she dropped back into her chair and stared at him again. “I don’t understand.”

“No, of course you don’t. But if you’d give me a chance to explain I hope to enlighten you.”

Clarissa continued to regard him with all the fascination of a paralyzed rabbit with a fox. She remained in her seat, unsure which of them was mad but certain one of them was.

“I wish you to play a part for a few months. It will enrich you beyond your wildest dreams if you can play it convincingly enough, and I can safely promise you that you will never have to earn your living in places such as this again.”

“But I d—” Clarissa closed her lips firmly on the denial. Some devil prompted her to hear the full insanity of this scheme. She clasped her hands over his handkerchief, then let them lie easily in her lap and tilted her head in a composed invitation for him to continue.

Jasper chuckled. “Oh, I can see you playing the part to perfection,” he murmured. “I had the feeling from the first moment of our meeting that you were rather more than you appeared.” He leaned forward. “Listen carefully.”

Clarissa listened in incredulous silence. In order to claim a fortune for himself the earl needed a harlot who would pretend to be in love with him, give up her evil ways, and embrace a life of strict convention and morality in order to marry him. In return, after the wedding the earl would settle upon her a munificent sum that would enable her to live her life exactly as she chose.

“It would probably be better if you chose to live abroad, at least for a time, after the formalities are concluded,” Jasper finished. “As I said, you will have an easy competence that will enable you to go anywhere you choose.”

“Is this marriage to be legally binding?” Clarissa was so fascinated by this rigmarole that she found herself responding as if it was a proposition to be seriously considered.

“It will have to be.” Jasper spoke briskly. “But after a certain length of time we will have the marriage annulled.”

“On what grounds? It is to be a Catholic ceremony, as I understand it. There are no acceptable grounds.”

“Non-consummation,” he informed her drily. “That is generally sufficient.”

Clarissa felt herself blush a little, much to her annoyance. “Just how would you go about this charade?”

“Quite simply.” Jasper rose and brought over the decanter. He filled Clarissa’s glass and she was too absorbed in the wild tangle of her thoughts to stop him. He filled his own and sat down again. “We will begin in the usual way. I will become one of your clients, and will request of Mistress Griffiths your exclusive services. This will involve a contract to which all three of us will append our signatures.”

She ought to interrupt, to tell him he was laboring under a terrible misunderstanding, but somehow the words would not come to her lips. She looked down at her clasped hands in her lap and let the earl’s plan take shape around her.

“And then I will set you up in a house of your own and you will become my public mistress. We will be seen at the theatre, dining in the most select venues, and eventually you will be introduced to society. Once society has accepted you, then the marriage can take place and the conditions of my uncle’s will satisfied.”

He leaned back and regarded her with a questioningly raised eyebrow. “So, what do you say, Mistress Clarissa?”

“Is society likely to accept a known harlot as one of its own?”

“It’s been done before. Courtesans have become the acknowledged mistresses of princes of the blood and on occasion the wives of aristocrats. You have the requisite beauty, and I will provide the necessary training in the courtly arts to ensure that your previous existence will cease to be relevant.”

Oh, will you? Clarissa lowered her eyes so that he wouldn’t see their flash of scornful indignation. What right had he to assume she lacked such an education? But then she had to admit that her present circumstances probably gave him, if not the right, at least the excuse to assume so. Whereas in fact she had had a rigorous education in all such matters at the hands of a mother who based her own station in life on her position as the third daughter of an earl, whose marriage to a country squire, albeit a wealthy one, had been something of a comedown. It had been a love match, and remained so throughout her mother’s life, but Lady Lavinia Astley had decided that her daughter should form a union that reflected her maternal lineage and had educated her accordingly.

Lady Lavinia would be turning in her grave if she could see her only daughter now, discussing such a proposition in the parlor of a Covent Garden brothel. Or would she? The proposition would make a countess of her daughter. Suddenly the absurdity of the paradox was too much. Clarissa began to laugh and once she’d begun she couldn’t stop.

Jasper stared at her, wondering if he had a hysterical woman on his hands. He was about to summon Nan with smelling salts and water when the paroxysms ceased and she leaned back in her chair, his handkerchief pressed to her eyes.

“I fail to see what’s so amusing.” He took a sip of wine, unable to disguise his annoyance and what he had to admit was chagrin. “I offer you an opportunity any other woman in your position would give her right hand for, and it sends you into whoops of laughter.”

“I do beg your pardon,” she managed to gasp after a moment. “It was most unmannerly of me. But I happened to think of something and it just set me off.”

“Enlighten me, pray.”

She glanced across and saw that she had seriously offended him. Short of putting him right as to her position there was little she could do about it. “Something you said made me remember something from long ago, something I’d forgotten all about. I’m truly sorry. It was very discourteous.”

Jasper frowned at her. Once again he had the unmistakable impression that all was not what it seemed with this Titian-haired, dewy-eyed beauty. “Well, do you have an answer for me?” he demanded.

Clarissa realized that she did have an answer. Somewhere during this extraordinary hour or so she had come to half a conclusion, and it was by no means one she’d expected to reach. “I would ask for a little time to consider, my lord.” She rose from her chair. “Will you grant me that?”

“If I must.” He rose with her. “I will return at noon tomorrow . . . oh, no, that will be too early for you, of course. You’ll be unlikely to seek your bed before dawn.”

“No . . . no, that will be a fine time. I do not anticipate a busy night,” she said with a smile, amazed at herself. “I’m expecting no regular clients tonight.” It was true, she told herself firmly.

“Then at noon tomorrow.” He bowed as she moved to the door. “I bid you farewell, Mistress Clarissa.”

“And I you, my lord.” She curtsied and slipped from the room.

Nan Griffiths materialized in the hall the minute Clarissa had closed the door behind her. “Well, my dear. What was his lordship’s proposition?” Her shrewd eyes scrutinized the girl’s countenance looking for clues.

“Perhaps he should explain that to you himself, ma’am.” Clarissa moved to the stairs.

“And did you accept it?” Her voice sharpened.

“Not as yet. I asked for time to consider. His lordship will come for his answer at noon tomorrow.”

“I see.” Nan looked thoughtful. “Is there anything you need this evening, my dear, to help you make your decision?”

Clarissa didn’t stop to think. It was almost evening already and she’d eaten two oysters since her dawn breakfast. “I own I am very hungry, ma’am, and thirsty. I have much to think of and would prefer not to go out to find my supper.”

“I shall have supper brought up to you, my dear. And maybe you’d care for a bit of fire in the grate . . . the evenings are drawing in.”

“That would be lovely, ma’am. I’m most grateful.”

“Oh, don’t give it another thought. Go along upstairs and it’ll be taken care of immediately.”

Clarissa ran up the stairs, astonished at herself. She seemed to be becoming someone she didn’t know at all. In the quiet of her own chamber she closed the door and went to the window. As dusk fell over the city the night sounds of Covent Garden grew ever livelier as the hummums in the Little Piazza opened their doors and music and laughter poured forth from the taverns and bawdy houses of the Great Piazza.

She was filled with a strange energy, almost a vibration of the senses, as if she stood on the brink of some life-altering experience. A knock at the door startled her from her intense reverie.

A manservant came in with a laden tray followed by a girl, little more than a child, struggling with a scuttle of coal. The child laid the fire and produced flint and tinder from her apron pocket, while the manservant set the tray on the dresser.

“That be all, miss?” The man looked sourly at her, obviously unaccustomed to waiting upon young women in the servants’ garret.

“Thank you.” Clarissa smiled warmly, turning to the girl. “And thank you, too, my dear. The fire is doing well.”

They left her and she examined the contents of the tray. Roast chicken with a compote of mushrooms, crusty bread, cheese, and an almond tart would certainly compensate for her missed venison pie, and the flagon of burgundy would go some way to compensate for the loss of the fine burgundy in the Angel.

She filled a goblet from the flagon, then took that and her platter to the small chair beside the now cheerful glow of the fire. She ate with relish and, finally replete, put her platter on the floor, took up the goblet, and stretched her feet to the fire. Now it was time to think as clearly as she had ever thought in her life.



Chapter Three
 [image: Image]


It had been a glorious May day when Clarissa’s father died. He had been sick since the beginning of the year, but in his usual stalwart fashion had refused to acknowledge it. His old friend, the village doctor, had given him physics that he’d refused to take, had advised rest that he’d refused to take, had forbidden riding to hounds, to no avail. For as long as the ground was soft enough, the hounds eager, and his hunters champing at the bit, Squire Astley would not miss a day’s hunting across the glorious Kent countryside.

The orchards had been in full bloom, the County truly earning its title of the garden of England on that afternoon when Clarissa stood by her father’s chair in the library and realized that at some point in the last hour, since she had left him peacefully reading, he had slipped away. His book had fallen to the floor and automatically she bent to pick it up. She had been expecting his death but it still stunned her and she felt winded, as if struck in the stomach. She had sensed the emptiness of the room the moment she had walked in; the presence that had been her father was no longer there, and now she stood for long minutes trying to grasp the reality. His skin was still warm, his hair still thick and lustrous as it had been in life, but she was alone in the room.

Alone in the room and, for the first time in her twenty years on earth, on her own. No longer would she have the knowledge of her father’s strength at her back, his sometimes sardonic humor hauling her back from the more emotional flights she had taken during her childhood and young adulthood, his humorous but nonetheless powerful intercessions between the ambitions of his wife for their daughter and Clarissa’s own frequently conflicting wishes.

Francis Astley had always been behind his daughter, his love a constant in her growing. And only now, in the great void left by his absent spirit, did she realize how much she had relied on that love, on that strength.

Clarissa wasn’t sure how long she stood there but finally she pulled the bell by the fireplace. Hesketh, the butler, answered the summons immediately. He glanced towards his late master’s chair and with instant comprehension said he would summon the physician.

“Yes, that would be best.” Clarissa knew she sounded vague and distant. She would deal with her own grief later, but now she had to break the news to her little brother. Francis was ten and five years earlier had lost his mother. Lady Lavinia had died giving birth to a stillborn babe, and the squire’s enduring grief had cast a pall over the little household until finally he had returned his attention to the living. The bond then between father and son had grown stronger than ever, and while Clarissa had tried to prepare the child for the squire’s imminent death once she herself recognized its inevitability, she was not convinced Francis had taken it in.

Any more than she had, she thought. Knowing something was going to happen was one thing, the reality after the fact quite another.

Now she left Hesketh to deal with the practicalities and went in search of her brother. She found him, as she expected and hoped, in the stables with one of his favorite people, Silas, the head groom. Silas was generally a taciturn man but he never showed any irritation or impatience with the child’s nonstop chatter and endless questions. He would be an invaluable support when it came to helping Francis come to terms with his father’s death.

They had buried Squire Astley a week later. He had been well loved in the County where he’d served as Master of Hounds and Justice of the Peace for most of his adult life, and the church and the graveyard had been so full of mourners Clarissa had given orders that tables should be set up upon the lawns to host the crowds who came up to the house to pay their respects to the grieving family.

That afternoon the family lawyer, another close friend of the squire’s, had solemnly read the will to the only surviving members of the family: the squire’s two children, Clarissa and Francis, and his brother, Luke.

Luke . . . so very different from his older brother. Where the squire had been powerfully built, bluff and hearty, always straight in his dealings with his fellows, Luke was tall, thin faced, with angular features and small, deep-set eyes that never met another’s gaze. Hard and cold as little brown stones, they slithered away from all contact even as he smiled and honeyed words dripped from his lips.

Clarissa had always disliked and distrusted him, although he had never given her overt reason. Her distaste for his company was instinctive, although her father treated his brother with the same courtesy and consideration he afforded to everyone and Luke was always a welcome visitor to the gracious redbrick manor house that had been his own childhood home. He visited rarely, however, and Clarissa was convinced he only came when he needed something from his brother, or, she suspected, when he was running away from his creditors.

On that May afternoon the four of them had gathered in the library. Clarissa could even now hear again the sound of voices drifting in from the lawns beyond the mullioned windows that stood open to the soft air perfumed with blossom from the surrounding cherry orchards. She could feel the gentle breeze that lifted tendrils of her hair on the nape of her neck, and she could hear Lawyer Danforth’s dry tones as he read the will.

“ ‘I, Francis Evelyn Astley, being of sound mind, do hereby leave my fortune and estate to my son and heir, Francis Charles Astley. To my daughter, Clarissa Elizabeth Astley, when she attains her majority, I leave, in addition to her inheritance from her mother, the sum of ten thousand pounds. My children will be in the guardianship of my brother Luke Victor Astley until my daughter attains her twenty-first birthday. Upon reaching her majority, my daughter will assume the guardianship of my son. Until that time my daughter is to receive the same quarterly allowance from the estate as she has hitherto.’ ”

Clarissa could see Luke standing in front of the empty grate, his eyes on the richly hued carpet at his feet. Francis was sitting on the window seat swinging his nankeen-clad legs, his solemn little face still puffy and tearstained. When the lawyer finished reading Luke raised his eyes and cast one long speculative look at the child on the window seat, then his gaze flickered across his niece’s countenance before he resumed his examination of the carpet. He said nothing but Clarissa was aware of a stab of dismay.

The lawyer cleared his throat and continued to read the list of minor bequests, but he’d lost the attention of his audience. Clarissa had known that she should not have been surprised at her uncle’s guardianship. On paper it was the most logical, reasonable disposition for her parent to have made. She would not gain her majority for a year and could not assume responsibility for Francis until then. But she had hoped in her heart that her father would have left his children to the nominal care of one or both of his dearest friends, the doctor and the lawyer. He had known that she was perfectly capable of looking after Francis, running the house, and even conferring with her father’s agent on estate matters. She could have looked to either of her father’s old friends for advice. But Squire Astley would not have wished to offend his brother, and such an oversight would have looked strange to the world.

Luke returned to London almost immediately after the reading of the will, and for the next month, life continued along its usual paths. Francis began to come to terms with his father’s death, although he became very dependent on his sister, needing to know where she was at any given moment. He continued to study with his tutor in the company of the vicar’s children and Clarissa continued to run the household as she had done since her mother’s death.

There had been no communication from Luke and Clarissa was beginning to think that the ten months remaining before her twenty-first birthday would continue unaffected by his guardianship . . . until one morning. She remembered coming downstairs, light-footed as always, ready and eager to start the day. She’d entered the breakfast parlor and all her optimistic anticipation vanished under a wash of disquiet. Luke was sitting at the breakfast table. His eyes were bloodshot and he looked thinner and paler than ever, his hand curled around a bumper of brandy, an untouched platter of sirloin in front of him.

“Why, Uncle, this is a surprise. We weren’t expecting you.”

His eyes slithered away from her startled gaze as he said, “I left London at dawn. I’m here to take Francis back to London with me. I’d like to leave within the next couple of hours, so could you get him ready and see to his packing?”

Clarissa protested, trying to keep her tone courteous and reasonable. “But, Uncle, you can’t just tear a child from his home, without any warning. Francis is only just getting over Father’s death. Why would you want to take him to London?”

Luke had drunk deep of his brandy before saying, “You are forgetting, Clarissa, that I am the boy’s guardian. My brother left him to my care and it is my responsibility to honor his wishes. I can best do that by keeping Francis under my roof and supervising his education. It’s time he had a decent tutor instead of the childish lessons he gets in the vicarage schoolroom.”

“But . . . but my father thought it was adequate,” she said, hearing how defensive she sounded.

“Sadly my brother was too ill in his last months to make the necessary decisions for his son.” Luke’s voice had a syrupy sweetness to it. “Believe me, my dear niece, I have only the child’s best interests at heart. He is my nephew and I love him dearly.”
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A spurt of orange flame shook Clarissa free of her journey into the past. She sat up, her eyes focusing on the fire. It was dying down rapidly. She shoveled more coal onto the ashy embers and stirred it with the poker until the flame caught again, then she refilled her goblet. It was a painful journey she was making, but it was by no means done. The worst, that which had brought her to this extraordinary place, remained to be examined.

Poor little Francis had been distraught at the prospect of leaving his beloved sister. In the ten short years of his life he had lost his mother, then his father, and now was about to lose both his home and the last loving figure in his world. Clarissa tried to comfort him, promised she would visit him soon. She fought to keep back her own tears, knowing they would only distress him further, but once the child had been bundled unceremoniously, weeping and struggling, into the carriage, the door firmly closed on his wails, her tears flowed freely. Luke had barely given the boy time to make his farewells to the people who formed his world: his nurse, the housekeeper, Silas, Hesketh. They all stood on the circular drive waving forlornly as the carriage, bearing its howling burden, disappeared through the stone gateway.

In the next week Clarissa wrote daily to her brother, and each day passed with no answer. She wrote to her uncle then and had a letter back telling her that Francis needed time to settle down in his new home and her letters upset him too much, so they were being withheld from him.

She found that impossible to believe but didn’t know what to do about it, until the next letter from her uncle. Luke informed her that he had placed his ward in the family of a very well-regarded tutor who was educating several other boys of Francis’s age. The boy was settling in well with his new companions and she should have no qualms.

Clarissa felt again the sickening sense of helplessness with which she had read that letter. She wrote back instantly asking for her brother’s address. Again her uncle had responded by telling her that communication from his sister upset the boy too much and destroyed all the good that had been done. Francis was doing well, eating well, and the tutor had only good report to make of his progress.

She remembered now the despair, the dread, that had crept over her as the days went on. Something was very badly wrong, but she was helpless to do anything about it. She could go up to London, demand her uncle take her to see her brother, but if he refused, and she knew in her heart that he would, then she had no redress. He was Francis’s legal guardian, and, indeed, hers also. He had every right to do as he saw fit. At least for the next ten months.

She consulted her father’s friends, and although they listened in kindly sympathy they both treated her fears as the natural consequence of grief over losing first her father and then the company of her little brother. It was ridiculous to imagine some melodramatic plot of their guardian’s to cause harm to his nephew. And, of course, it was high time Francis had a more formal education in the company of his peers.

No one mentioned that Luke would inherit if anything happened to Francis. Somehow Clarissa hadn’t felt able to point this out to her father’s old friends. They must both have been aware of it, and it was such a gothic idea, it would make her anxiety look even less credible than it already did.

She stood up now and with sudden energy went to open the leather chest, withdrawing the letter she had been looking at earlier. She took it back to the chair by the fire and unfolded it. The lad’s bin took to a babby farm. ’E’ll not live long, they gets rid of ’em quick. Best find ’im quick.

And that was all. She guessed that even such a brief message had been a supreme effort for the writer, but surely he could have included an address. But maybe he didn’t have one.

Clarissa folded the letter carefully. It had been opened and refolded so many times it had almost come apart at the fold. She knew about baby farms; everyone did. They took in the unwanted babies, the illegitimate, the burdensome, whose existence threatened to ruin their mothers. No one monitored the care these children received and for the most part they died sooner or later of neglect. Disease and poor, inadequate food took their toll. But Francis was strong and healthy. He was no dependent babe. It would take a long time for him to die of neglect.

She bit her lip hard to keep the tears at bay. She had been telling herself this for over a week now, ever since she’d received the letter. She’d left for London immediately, telling only the servants that she was going to visit her uncle and see Francis. She had deliberately refrained from confiding in anyone who might question such a journey, and had taken the mail coach from the neighboring village, stepping down in the yard of the Crown and Anchor in Southwark that evening, without the faintest idea what she was going to do next.

The first thing was to find a bed for the night before it became dark. The coaching inn seemed like the obvious choice. She had plenty of money sewn into an inside pocket of her gown, more than enough for a private bedchamber and a decent supper.

The landlord, reassuringly, had shown no curiosity about this lone woman traveler and merely showed her to a reasonable bedchamber and offered to have supper brought up to her if she didn’t want to eat in the Ordinary downstairs with the other customers. In the morning he had directed her to the ferry stop that would take her across the river into the city.

After a few wrong turns and a lot of directions from passersby Clarissa found her way to Ludgate Hill. Her uncle’s house was in the shadow of St. Paul’s in a narrow street running off Ludgate Hill. It was a tall, narrow building, not particularly impressive, and Clarissa wondered whether her uncle’s circumstances were even more straitened than she had sometimes suspected. He would have had some inheritance from his parents, but as the second son it would not have been substantial; the lion’s share, as always under the laws of primogeniture, went to the oldest son. She was fairly certain her father had been more than generous with his brother when asked, but now that he was no longer there, where would Luke turn if he needed an urgent injection of funds?

Or was he counting on a permanent solution?

She hovered in the shadows, watching the house until she became aware that she was drawing attention to herself. A couple of unsavory characters were watching her from a doorway across the street and she realized that she must present an easy target, a well-dressed young woman loitering alone in a quiet street.

She turned and walked briskly away, not slowing or looking behind her until she reached Ludgate’s busy thoroughfare. Ignorance of the city, and a need to find somewhere not too expensive to stay where she wouldn’t draw attention to herself, had led her to Covent Garden and a brothel on King Street. And subsequently to the Earl of Blackwater.

Clarissa, suddenly restless, got up from her fireside chair and went to the window. The Piazza was in full night guise now, crowded with men and women in their bright colorful garments. She opened the window and leaned out. Laughter and music filled the streets; the toothsome smells of hot pies, spiced ale, and mulled wine scented the cold night air, drowning the less salubrious odors of rank bodies, ordure-filled kennels, the decaying corpses of cats and dogs. It was a carnival scene, Clarissa thought, and once again she felt that sensual vibration, the surge of energy. She wanted to be a part of it. After a lifetime of country quiet . . . of country tedium . . . she was ready for this excitement, this edge to life.

But that was not why she was here. She had to find Francis. She drew the window closed and turned back to the room. One thing she had learned in her fruitless search thus far: She needed help. She had visited Luke’s house every day this week and until this morning had seen nothing. And then this morning her uncle had left the house while she was watching. She’d followed him, hoping he would lead her to Francis, but then, of course, she had run headlong into the earl and had lost her quarry. So she was back to square one.

She could, of course, simply bang on the door and ask to speak to her uncle, but wisdom—or was it cowardice?—prevented her. If he was trying to do away with Francis, he would hardly direct her to where her brother was being kept. And there was no knowing what steps he would take if he realized Clarissa’s suspicions.

No, she needed help, and powerful protection, if she was going to tangle with Luke. Jasper St. John Sullivan could provide both the help and the protection. He wouldn’t need to know it, of course, but there could be a quid pro quo to his proposition. Once she had Francis safe, where better to keep him hidden than in London, right under her uncle’s nose? Under the unwitting protection of the Earl of Blackwater? She was to have a house of her own while she lived under the earl’s protection, and she could keep her little brother with her under that roof. Luke would never in his wildest nightmares imagine that his sheltered niece was living the life of an earl’s mistress. Even if he looked for her once he discovered she was no longer in Kent, and once he discovered that Francis was gone, as was inevitable, he would never find either of them.

The earl was interested only in the charade that would bring him his uncle’s fortune. He had no interest in who or what she really was. As long as she fulfilled her side of the bargain, he would be satisfied. How hard would it be for her to play that part?

But there was a snag of course. What else would he expect? Would he expect her really to play the part of his mistress? He believed her a whore; why wouldn’t he expect her to service him in the same way? He’d said he would pay Mistress Griffiths for an exclusive contract, and of course he would expect some of the benefits of such a contract. Of course he would. What red-blooded male would not?

Clarissa sipped her wine and gazed into the fire. How could she legitimately and rationally refuse to give him her body when he’d paid for its exclusive use?

She couldn’t tell him she was a virgin because then she would no longer suit his purposes. He needed a fallen woman. And Clarissa Astley had fallen nowhere. Oh, she’d exchanged a kiss or two with the sons of local gentry under the mistletoe at Christmas. And there had been one particular summer, hot and sultry, when she had imagined herself head over heels in love with a university friend of a neighboring squire’s son. They had indulged in some moments of what had seemed like a grand and illicit passion, but it had not gone beyond intimate fumbling and inexpert kisses.

Maybe to start with she could come up with an excuse for delaying consummation. Perhaps the earl would be sympathetic to the idea that she would like some respite from selling her body. Maybe he would agree that she needed to concentrate on the part he would have her play and understand that the sex would be a distraction.

She was clutching at straws, Clarissa decided. But what else did she have to clutch at? She could start by trying to set her own rules. She would agree to the charade, but to nothing more intimate. If he was as anxious to have her play the part as he appeared, maybe he would be willing to agree. He hadn’t after all expressed any physical interest in her thus far.

It was worth a try. And it was comforting to have a plan at least, something that offered a glow of light in the darkness. Clarissa put more coals on the fire and went to bed, where she lay in the dark, listening to the faint sounds from the Piazza and watching the comforting flicker of the fire.
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Five miles away in a house in Bethnal Green, Francis Astley coughed miserably, shivering under the thin blanket that reeked of urine and vomit. All around him he heard coughs, the moans of the very small children, the cries of the babies. Every now and again the woman, or one of her girls, would come in and pour spoons of clear liquid from the brown bottle down the throats of the little ones and the babies, and they would stop their cries and moans. Francis always hurled the spoon away. The liquid tasted foul and smelled even worse. At first they had hit him, and tried to hold his head to force the stuff down his throat, but he’d kicked and bitten and finally they’d left him alone. So he coughed and tossed on the straw mattress, and tried not to think of food. The thin porridge twice a day did nothing to assuage his appetite, and the occasional crust of bread made little difference. He couldn’t understand how he had ended up in this approximation of hell. And he couldn’t understand why Clarissa hadn’t come for him yet.

But that was only when he was feeling feverish and so miserable he couldn’t think clearly. In his lucid moments he knew perfectly well that his uncle Luke was keeping Clarissa from him, but eventually she would find him. This conviction buoyed him through the bad times, even if his misery was so overwhelming at those times that he couldn’t acknowledge it.



Chapter Four
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It was midmorning the next day when someone knocked on the door to Clarissa’s bedchamber. It was such an unexpected sound that she jumped. Her landlady yesterday had been her first visitor since she’d taken up residence there. “Who is it? Come in.”

The door opened to reveal two young women in lacy dishabille standing on the threshold. “You should be up and dressed by now,” one of them said, shaking her head at the sight of Clarissa, still in her shift and night robe, perched on the edge of the bed.

Clarissa realized that she’d been sitting in the same place unmoving for what seemed hours. She’d awoken before dawn and managed to rekindle the embers in the grate, after which she’d sat on the bed and stared numbly into the fire. For some reason, she’d been unable to summon either the will or the energy to do more than feed the fire. All her resolution of the previous evening had vanished with the first light of dawn and getting dressed had seemed impossible.

“Probably I should be,” she returned. “I don’t mean to be rude, but why should it matter to you?”

“It doesn’t,” the second one said cheerfully. “But Mother Griffiths sent us up to see how you’re doing. She’s sent you up a gown. She wants you to wear it when his lordship comes.” She stepped into the room and laid a gown of sprigged muslin on the bed. “Pretty, isn’t it?”

Clarissa stared at it. “Where did it come from? I have clothes of my own; I don’t need this.”

“Well, Mother said you don’t have much in your armoire, and this’ll suit you when you meet with his lordship.” The girl grinned. “She always likes us to dress up for a contract. Lucky you, snagging Blackwater. He’s one big catch, isn’t he, Em?”

“That he is,” her friend said.

It seemed the entire house knew of it, Clarissa thought. She’d never been introduced to any of the other inhabitants, indeed had barely seen them except occasionally as figures disappearing through a door in a silken rustle. Now it seemed they were ready to embrace her as one of their own.

“Let’s see what we can do with your hair.” Em had a pair of curling tongs in her hand. “Fetch the hairbrush over here, Maddy.”

“No.” Clarissa recoiled as the two approached the bed. “I don’t even think I’m going to meet with the earl.”

Her visitors stopped in their tracks. “Lord, you must be daft in the head. You can’t say no to Mother Griffiths.”

“I most certainly can.” Clarissa stood up. “And while I appreciate the offer, Em . . . Emma . . . Emily . . . ? I can also dress myself in my own clothes.”

“It’s Emily,” the girl said. “What’s yours?”

“Clarissa.”

“Clarissa.” Emily nodded. “Is that your real name, or one you use for the business?”

“How long have you been in the business?” Maddy chimed in.

“I’m not in the business and never have been.” Clarissa could hear a note of desperation in her voice.

Disconcertingly they both laughed. “Oh, we all say that at first,” Emily said. “We all think, It’s only for a week, it’s only to get over this rough spot, but then you realize you’ve been at it for months and it’s really not so bad after all. This is a good house. We’re looked after, no rough stuff unless you’re willing.”

“And Mother Griffiths will only have the best class of client through her door,” Maddy added. “And when she negotiates a contract, it’s always fair. We get our fair share. She keeps a good table, plenty of good wine, and there’s regular health inspections, so if you get a dose of the clap you take the physic and don’t have to work until the physician says you’re clean.”

“ ’Tis nice to have a rest once in a while,” Emily chimed in. “We none of us mind that bit, do we, Maddy?”

Clarissa was torn between fascination at this insight into a world she knew next to nothing about and revulsion at the idea that as far as these two women were concerned she was as much a part of it as they were.

She was about to put them right in no uncertain terms, then stopped, swallowing the hot denial as it came to her lips. If she wanted the earl’s protection he had to believe she was a harlot. Which meant that everyone must believe it. Walls had ears after all.

“I’ll wear my bronze muslin,” she stated. She was not going to wear a gown that came from God knows where. And she was not going to be beholden to Mistress Griffiths in any way. It seemed, however, as if her earlier paralysis had dissipated. She went to the armoire and drew out the gown, laying it on the bed.

“Oh, the sprig muslin’s much prettier,” Emily said, tilting her head as she compared the two. “This is rather prim, don’t you think, Maddy?”

It was true that the neckline of the sprig muslin was much lower than Clarissa’s own gown, but there wasn’t much call for daring décolletage in the country. “That may be, but it’s mine and I intend to wear it.” She cast aside her night robe and stepped into the bronze muslin, lacing the bodice. “Thank you for the offer, but I truly don’t need your help. I’ve been dressing myself since I was five years old.”

They both looked disconcerted. “We always help each other when it’s an important meeting,” Maddy said. “We’re all in this together, Clarissa. You’ll realize soon enough that you need friends.”

“Oh, leave her be if she’s too good for us.” Emily walked to the door.

“No . . . no, forgive me.” Clarissa spoke in a rush, realizing abruptly how much she did need friends in this strange world and how ungracious she had been. “I am truly grateful for your help. This is all new to me, and I really don’t know what to expect.”

“You really are new to the business?” Emily looked astonished. “How could you have attracted Blackwater if you haven’t been around?”

“An accident.” Clarissa improvised quickly. “I was hoping to find some custom in the Piazza because Mother Griffiths had said I could have the room but none of the house services until I could pay her a proper rent. I needed to find some regular customers of my own. And then . . . well, while I was walking I suppose I took the earl’s eye, because he followed me back here and made an offer for me.”

She was astonished at how easily the story tripped off her tongue. And she could see that it had satisfied her visitors.

“Oh, that’s all right.” Maddy put a reassuring arm around her. “We all know what it’s like at first. But you struck lucky first time, so let Em do your hair. She’s a magician with the curling iron. Your hair’s a gorgeous color, but it needs a touch of curl, don’t you think, Em?”

Emily was already heating the curling iron in the fire’s glowing embers. Clarissa had often wondered how she would look with curled hair; now might be the time to find out. She sat back on the bed. The faint smell of singeing hair perfumed the air while Emily worked, but after a few moments she stood back and declared, “There now. Lovely, isn’t it, Maddy?”

“Beautiful,” Maddy agreed. “Are you sure you won’t wear the sprigged muslin, Clarissa? Those ringlets would look lovely drifting over your shoulders. They’d draw the eye to your boobies just perfect.”

Clarissa was about to protest that drawing the eye to her rather insignificant bosom had never been the primary purpose of her wardrobe choices, but then reflected that since she was playing this charade, she should probably make it as authentic as possible. “I’ll try it,” she conceded, unlacing her bodice.

The sprig muslin was unlike any gown she possessed. It was laced at the back, and by the time Maddy had tugged and tied until Clarissa could barely breathe it fitted like a glove. She looked down at the pronounced swell of her breasts over the lace edging to the neckline, if, indeed, you could call it a neckline; it was so low it barely concealed her nipples. She felt almost naked. Her breasts were quite small, but in this gown they seemed the most prominent aspect of her appearance.

“I don’t know,” she muttered doubtfully. “I don’t feel like myself.”

“You’re not supposed to. Wait here.” Maddy disappeared and reappeared in a few moments with a mirror of beaten copper. “Now look, see the ringlets against your skin . . . it’s so white.”

Clarissa looked. She thought she could get accustomed to the ringlets—they did frame her face in an attractive manner—but she was not happy with the expanse of flesh exposed by the gown. She shook her head firmly. “No, the hair’s nice, but not the gown. I’ll wear my own.” She reached behind to struggle with the laces.

“I think it’s a mistake, but if you insist . . .” Doubtfully Emily helped her loosen the bodice and Clarissa stepped out of the gown with a sigh of relief. She stepped into the bronze muslin again, laced it up, then looked at her reflection in the copper mirror.

“That’s better; I least I can recognize myself. But thank you.” She smiled at the two young women. “I do appreciate your help.”

“We’ll see you later then.” Maddy gathered up the rejected gown, smoothing it over her arm with a rather regretful air. “I expect the earl will buy you an entire wardrobe of gorgeous gowns.”

“And jewels too,” Emily put in as she went to the door.

“Yes, but once he’s tired of you, he’ll want those back,” Maddy declared matter-of-factly. “So enjoy them while you have them.” The sound of their footsteps on the stairs receded and quiet once more descended upon the attic.

But not for long. Mother Griffiths bustled in a few minutes later looking distinctly annoyed. “Why wouldn’t you wear the gown?”

“It’s not mine,” Clarissa said simply. “And it didn’t suit me. I prefer to wear my own clothes.”

The woman raised her eyebrows and examined Clarissa’s appearance with disapproval. “That gown’s all very well for a vicarage tea party, but it won’t attract a man’s interest.”

“I think I’ve already done that,” Clarissa returned.

Mother Griffiths frowned. Then her eyes narrowed, her expression sharpened. “So, how will you answer his lordship? I’ll tell you now, you’d be a fool to turn down such a proposition.”

“I won’t turn him down.”

Nan’s expression relaxed. “Now that’s a sensible girl. But in that case I really think you should dress to please him.”

“The earl didn’t express any objections to the gown I was wearing yesterday,” Clarissa pointed out. “Maybe he was in the mood for something different.”

“I suppose it’s possible. Men do take some strange fancies on occasion. Well, if he’s in the mood for a little virginal innocence, I’m sure you can supply it, my dear. Maybe his lordship fancies a little schoolroom play; they do sometimes.” She nodded her head. “Just play it by ear, dear, and give him what he wants. The earl is one of the easy ones to please. He won’t make any unpleasant demands.”

“I’m relieved,” Clarissa murmured. Once again she felt as if she were living in someone else’s world. What she was doing was ridiculous, and yet it wasn’t. If she was to protect Francis in this vast city she needed more resources than she alone possessed. If the earl should question the sudden appearance of a small boy in the house occupied by his mistress, she could concoct some story about a lost child, a stolen child, that would wring the heart of the most hardened individual.

In fact, it could be her own child. Now that would really tug the heartstrings. And the existence of an illegitimate baby would make her whoredom even more convincing. It would provide the perfect excuse for her arrival in London, and it would sail close enough to the truth to make her deception all the easier to carry off. But that wouldn’t work, of course, since she couldn’t possibly have a ten-year-old child; however, she could come up with something along those lines.

“Come down now. You should wait for his lordship in the parlor.” Nan went to the door. “You’ll leave the contract negotiations to me. There’ll be no need for you to say anything, and his lordship won’t expect you to.”

She had plenty to say, Clarissa reflected, following her landlady downstairs, but she would bide her time; no point antagonizing Mother Griffiths at this point.

“Now, there’s sherry and Madeira; his lordship is partial to both.” As they entered the parlor, Nan indicated the decanters on the sideboard. “And some savory tarts. You will offer the hospitality of the house while I deal with the business side of the matter. And then once everything’s settled I’ll leave you to his lordship. He’ll tell you then what he wants of you.”

Clarissa murmured something vaguely appropriate and went to the long windows that looked out onto the street. After the night’s boisterousness King Street was quiet, deserted except for a beggar limping alongside the kennel turning over garbage with his stick. A mangy dog rushed at him, barking, before snatching up a piece of rotting meat and disappearing into an alley.

A slatternly woman emerged from a doorway pushing down her skirts and a man stepped out behind her, fastening his britches. The woman dropped a coin into her bodice and without exchanging a word, she turned up the street and he turned down it towards the Great Piazza.

Clarissa suppressed a shudder. Then she stiffened. A familiar figure was strolling towards the house swinging a silver-knobbed cane. For a moment she reveled in the indulgence of the unseen watcher. She could take in his appearance now without distraction, and it was an appearance every bit as attractive as she remembered. In fact, even more so. Everything about him bespoke wealth and privilege, from the green striped silk of his knee britches and full-skirted coat to the gold edging on his black tricorne hat. But despite the elegance of his clothes, and the leisurely fashion in which he strolled down the street, everything about the Earl of Blackwater, about his physique and his manner, warned that this was not a man to tangle with. His free hand rested on his sword hilt; his posture was alert, his eyes sharp and quick, missing nothing. She hadn’t noticed before quite how powerful his shoulders were, but the close-fitting coat set them off to perfection, as plain dark stockings did for a pair of well-muscled calves.

A little frisson of excitement crept up Clarissa’s spine. She turned from the window, saying calmly, “His lordship is coming down the street, madam.”

“Good, punctual as always. Stay here, I will greet him in the hall.” Nan examined her reflection in the mirror above the fireplace, deftly pinched her cheeks to produce some color, and ran a dampened fingertip over her eyebrows before hurrying from the room.

Clarissa sat down and then stood up, nervous now and unsure how she wanted to present herself. She heard the door knocker and the earl’s composed tones greeting the steward. Then the door opened and the earl came in with Mistress Griffiths. He bowed to Clarissa, smiled, his black gaze sweeping over her.

“Good morning, Mistress Clarissa.”

She curtsied. “Good morning, my lord.”

He laid his hat and cane on a pier table beside the door and extended his hands to her in invitation. “You have an answer for me.”

Clarissa dampened her suddenly dry lips. She glanced at Mistress Griffiths. “Madam, I wish to talk with his lordship alone. Afterwards I will leave you to do business as you see fit, but there are some things I wish to discuss first that concern only Lord Blackwater and myself.”

Nan looked astounded, put out, and was about to expostulate, when she remembered that this lodger was not one of her usual girls. She was neither destitute nor seemingly experienced in the ways of whoredom. It would do no good to badger her when she could simply walk out of the house if she chose.

She looked at Jasper and shrugged. He nodded. “Perhaps you’d be good enough to leave us, Nan.”

Nan glanced once at Clarissa, then with another shrug left them alone.

“So, what is it that we must discuss?” Jasper sat down, smiling amiably. “Mistress Griffiths is not accustomed to being excluded from these delicate matters.”

“No, I daresay she’s not. Sherry or Madeira?” She lifted the decanters in turn, suddenly more sure of herself now that she was alone with the earl.

“Sherry, please.” He took the glass, and a mushroom tartlet, and leaned back in his chair regarding her with a wary amusement. She seemed different now, older than she had previously, strangely determined. “So, let’s hear it.”

Clarissa kept her back to him as she took a quick fortifying gulp of sherry. Then she said, “You want me to play a part in a charade. I would like it agreed between us that that is all I will do. I will play the part of your mistress, but I will not be your mistress in any real sense.” She felt her cheeks warm as she said this. She’d never had such an awkward conversation with anyone before.

Jasper frowned at her averted back. He hadn’t really given much thought to the physical aspects of this contract, but it had never occurred to him to question his right to whatever he wished in that area. He certainly found her physically appealing, and at the back of his mind had lurked a degree of anticipation at the prospect of bedding her. Now she was laying down conditions that caused him puzzled chagrin.

“I’m not sure I understand. You will play my mistress, but you won’t be my mistress?”

“Exactly. No one will know except you and me, but we will not have a . . . a physical arrangement.” The words seem to stick in her dry throat. How could she expect him to agree to such a condition? He believed her a whore.

“May I ask why?”

“I . . . I would like a respite from . . . from all this.” She gestured vaguely at her surroundings. “Is that so difficult to understand, sir?”

He considered. “No . . . no, I suppose it’s not.”

“I believe you said you would wish for my exclusive services. If I restrict those services to the one you really want from me, then we both get what we wish for.”

Still she didn’t look at him and didn’t hear him come up behind her, soft footed on the thick Aubusson carpet. She gave a startled gasp when he put his hands on her shoulders from behind, moving his fingers up the deep groove of her neck in a strangely soothing gesture. She could feel the heat of his body against her back and trembled.

“I would find that quite a sacrifice,” Jasper murmured, lifting a ringlet, twisting it around his finger. His breath was warm against her ear. “It seems a somewhat uneven bargain, to buy services that will not be available to me.”

She remained motionless, almost rigid with a paradoxical mixture of apprehension and anticipation. “I will perform the service you want from me. I will enable you to inherit your uncle’s fortune. Can you not think of me purely as an actor, someone you pay to play a part?”

“But how convincingly can either of us play that part if we are not sharing the pleasures that are essential to our roles?” After not giving the matter much thought, he found that he now cared very much about this issue. She was a whore whom he had offered to rescue from a harlot’s life and instead of gratitude she was making insulting conditions.

“Believe me, my lord, you will have no cause for complaint.” Her voice shook a little.

He turned her to face him and she forced herself to meet his frowning gaze. “I am going to pay Nan Griffiths for your exclusive services. It seems to me that I have the right to dictate those services.”

Clarissa looked him in the eye. “You offer me the means to get out of this life, sir; as I understood it that was the incentive for me to join with you in this charade, but you still want to keep me in whoredom, for your benefit. Illogical, wouldn’t you say, my lord?”

He pressed finger and thumb against the bridge of his nose as he frowned at her. She was right, of course, but it had never occurred to him Mistress Clarissa would consider she had the right to dictate terms. “That may be if you look at it from a certain perspective. But it could also be said that until you are finally free to take charge of your own life, you must continue to do what you are accustomed to doing to earn your bread. I need a whore for this task and I fail to see why you would refuse to undertake all aspects of the task. Unless, of course, you find me repulsive?” An eyebrow lifted in question.

That would be an easy way out, but for some reason it wasn’t one Clarissa could imagine taking. “No . . . no . . . it’s not that,” she said hastily. “I don’t find you repulsive. But I would like a respite from this life. I don’t know why that is so difficult to understand.”

He threw up his hands. “Let us leave it at that for the moment. I will complete negotiations with Mistress Griffiths, and then we will pay a visit together.” He went to the bell rope by the fireplace and pulled it. “The sooner we start, the sooner we will finish.”

And that, thought Clarissa, sounded like a most heartfelt wish. But how could she blame him? The man was paying for something that he wasn’t going to get. Although the caveat for the moment wasn’t too reassuring. It didn’t sound as if he was resigned to such a condition at all. But she’d cross that bridge when she came to it. It occurred to her that there were rather a lot of bridges she was leaving to be crossed when she came to them.

Nan came in almost before the sound of the bell had faded, and Clarissa guessed she had been waiting outside the door. “So, my lord, are we ready to do business?” She spoke to the earl but her sharp gaze was on Clarissa.

“I believe we are.” Jasper nodded and his own gaze flicked to Clarissa standing still and silent by the window. Puzzlement lurked in his dark eyes. “The usual terms apply, I assume, Nan?”

“Unless you have any unusual requests, my lord.” Nan set out a sheet of parchment on the secretaire and smoothed it with her palm. “There is no need for you to remain, Clarissa. I’ll ring for you when we’re ready for your signature.”

“You are all consideration, ma’am, but I believe I’ll stay.” Clarissa sat down with an air of composure that she didn’t feel. “I am, after all, most nearly concerned in the business.”

Nan looked as if she was about to protest but Jasper said, “Indeed you are, Mistress Clarissa. I have no objections to your presence. Let us continue, Nan.”

Clarissa listened in silence as she was bought and sold. It was the most extraordinary sensation to hear herself, her worth, discussed like some kind of commodity. Nan drove a hard bargain in the interests of her commodity, and listening to her demands Clarissa understood what Emily and Maddy had meant when they’d said Mother Griffiths looked after her own.

Nan considered Mistress Clarissa to be worth a house in Half Moon Street, with a cook-housekeeper and maid. In addition she was to have a quarterly dress allowance, and the unlimited use of a sedan chair and carriage. In return, the Earl of Blackwater was to have her exclusive services.

Jasper made little demur to the list of requirements and for the most part listened in silence, with the occasional nod of agreement.

“And my commission is as usual, my lord,” Nan finished briskly, sanding the parchment on which she’d been writing the contract.

Clarissa longed to ask what the whore mistress expected as her usual commission. She’d done little to earn this particular one, short of a moment’s kindness in renting a servant’s garret to a naïve country chit.

“As always.” The earl sounded impatient, as if he wished to be done with the formalities. He rose from his chair and went to the secretaire, taking the quill from its pot and signing the sheet. He inverted a candle and dropped wax below his signature, then pressed his signet ring into the soft wax. “You now, Clarissa.” He spoke over his shoulder.

Clarissa went over and took the quill. She glanced down at the closely written sheet. Nan Griffiths had signed above the earl. She hesitated, suddenly terrified that she was about to sign her life away. Could she really expect to be a match for these two sophisticated city people? What would be the penalty for breaking this contract? Because in ten months whether the agreed marriage had taken place or not, she was going to break it, there were no two ways about that. Could she be accused of theft, even if she took nothing with her when she left? Would she be a fugitive for the rest of her life? But that was ridiculous. She wasn’t important enough for these two to give a damn about her. They’d be annoyed and the earl might demand his money back from Mistress Griffiths, but surely it wouldn’t be the first time a contracted whore had broken her contract.

“What are you waiting for, girl?” Nan’s voice was sharp and Clarissa had an inkling of what it would be like to run afoul of the whore mistress. She knew she’d better make certain she was far, far away when Nan discovered her perfidy.

Slowly she dipped the pen in the inkpot and carefully signed: Clarissa Ordway. At least she could keep her real name unknown as an elementary precaution. She sanded the wet ink and stepped back, feeling oddly light-headed. “So, what now, my lord?” Her voice seemed to come from very far away.

Jasper turned to look at her, and there was something about this scrutiny that was quite unlike any other look he had given her. It was possessive, as if he was sizing up a recent purchase. As, indeed, he was. “I need you to dress in a manner a little more indicative of your profession,” he said slowly. “At least for the visit we will be paying this morning. I’d like you to change into one of the gowns you wear for entertaining your clients in the evening. Something a little more revealing, if you please.”

Clarissa glanced at Mistress Griffiths, who said swiftly, “Of course, my lord. Come, Clarissa.” She beckoned imperatively as she went to the door. “We will be but a few minutes, Lord Blackwater.”

Clarissa followed her, feeling as if she was being escorted to the steps of the gallows.



Chapter Five
 [image: Image]


“You should have heeded me earlier, Clarissa,” Nan scolded her as she preceded Clarissa upstairs. “I told you to wear the sprigged muslin then. Believe me, I know what our gentlemen like in their girls.”

Clarissa said nothing. She’d signed away her right to insist on the modesty of her own wardrobe. If the Earl of Blackwater wanted an exposed bosom, then an exposed bosom is what he would get. She would learn to become accustomed as she would learn to act her part in the charade.

She moved to the attic stairway and was surprised when Nan said, “No, this way. I’ve had your chamber changed. Now that you’re one of us, for as long as you remain under this roof, you will sleep on this floor with the others. I expect it will take several weeks for his lordship to make arrangements for a house for you.”

She opened the door onto a large and very comfortably furnished chamber. “Should his lordship wish you to entertain him in the house, then this is where you may bring him. The servants will bring you anything either of you desires. You may dine or bathe à deux, if that is his lordship’s wish. The gentlemen frequently like to watch their ladies in the bath; for some reason it stimulates desire.”

Nan shrugged as if there was no accounting for taste as she hurried to the substantial armoire. She flung it open and reached for the sprig muslin gown that hung there in lonely splendor beside Clarissa’s two other countrified gowns. “You’ll have no need for those others,” she declared with a dismissive gesture. “I daresay his lordship will have the milliner and the seamstress visit you here to have your wardrobe made up. But in the meantime we must contrive as best we can.” She laid the sprig muslin over the back of the daybed. “Now, make haste and take off that gown.”

Resigned, Clarissa unlaced the bronze muslin and hung it up in the armoire. She was not prepared to have her own clothes dismissed with such contumely and she was equally determined that they would follow her to Half Moon Street. Unfashionably prim and proper though they may have been, the material was good and the workmanship as fine and delicate as the most expensive garment from a London dressmaker.

Nan laced her tightly into the sprigged muslin, then adjusted the décolletage with little tugs and twitches that served to reveal even more of her breasts than earlier. She arranged the ringlets artfully over Clarissa’s shoulders, then stepped back to examine her handiwork. “Yes, very pretty, very enticing. His lordship will be pleased. You had better hurry down to him now.”

Clarissa dropped an ironic curtsy, fairly confident that the whore mistress would fail to detect the irony, and returned to the parlor. The earl was standing with his back to the door as she entered and turned swiftly. She offered the same ironic curtsy and saw from the quick flash in his eye that he had not missed the slight tilt of her head, the challenge in her eye that turned the courtesy into a parody.

He looked her over deliberately. “Much better but still not enough” was his eventual pronouncement. “I need you to look the part. My uncle is expecting a whore, and I would give him one.” He rang the bell again and when Nan reappeared instructed, “Powder and rouge, a touch on the lips, oh . . . and on the nipples.”

Clarissa gasped, looking down at her bosom. Instinctively she put her hands over her breasts. “No,” she protested. “I won’t have it.”

“You will do whatever pleases your benefactor,” Nan stated. “I will fetch the paint box.” She hastened away, leaving the door ajar.

Jasper regarded Clarissa with a quizzically raised eyebrow, a question in his eye. “I confess that in general I don’t care for paint either, but you are surely accustomed to men who do?”

“I have not been in London for many weeks,” she improvised, “and the men who seem to find me appealing seem to prefer at least an assumption of innocence.” Clarissa was astonished at how easily the fabrication tripped off her tongue.

Jasper inclined his head in acknowledgment. “I can see how that would be, but we are going to visit my uncle and if he is to be persuaded of the importance of your conversion he must see how far you have fallen from chastity’s tree. The more you look like a harlot now, the more impressed will he be by the eventual transformation.”

It’s just a charade, Clarissa told herself. No different from the charades they played at Christmas house parties. She had loved playacting for as long as she could remember. As far back as her nursery days she remembered co-opting the nursery maid and anyone else on the staff willing to act in her elaborate reconstructions of nursery rhymes. Later she’d tried her hand at writing her own plays, encouraged by her governess and rather less ably assisted by her schoolroom companions. She’d always felt Lawyer Danforth’s and Doctor Alsop’s children lacked a proper imagination.

Nan returned with a box of rouge, powder and brushes, and a small bowl of water. She set to with brisk efficiency, brushing white powder on Clarissa’s cheeks and then dabbing a piece of cotton into the water before dipping it into the rouge. She applied the red paste on the cotton to Clarissa’s cheekbones and then lifted her nipples from the décolletage with a finger and painted them dark red, before arranging the neckline so that they were clearly visible above the lace edging. As a final touch she took a stick of rouge from the box and traced the line of Clarissa’s lips.

“Will that do, my lord?” She stepped away from her subject so that the earl could take a look.

“Admirably.” He lifted a ringlet from one creamy bare shoulder. “I didn’t think your hair could be improved upon, but the ringlets are delightful.”

Clarissa was too conscious of the cold air on her exposed breasts to be flattered by the compliment. She’d seen enough painted and powdered ladies in the Piazza to make a fair guess at what her face must look like, dead white with two deep red patches and a shining red mouth. Utterly hideous; he couldn’t possibly be expecting her to walk the streets like this. “I cannot go out without a cloak.”

“A shawl, certainly,” he agreed. “There’s a chill wind.”

“I’ll fetch my cloak.”

She turned to leave but Nan forestalled her. “I have the perfect shawl, my dear. Just in the cupboard in the hall, no need to go upstairs.” She went out as she spoke and returned almost immediately with a shawl of Indian figured muslin. She draped it carefully over Clarissa’s shoulders, still managing to leave most of her neckline bare. “There, that will keep the wind off.”

It was better than nothing, Clarissa reckoned, but if she’d had her way she’d have been smothered head to toe in her own woolen cloak, the hood pulled close around her face. But it was clear that she was not going to have her way at present, at least not while Nan Griffiths was around. Nan knew whores and as far as she was concerned she had one in Clarissa. But as soon as they were out of the house she would draw the shawl tightly across her chest.

“I have a present for you, Clarissa.” Jasper was smiling as he reached into the deep pocket of his full-skirted coat. “A small gift to seal our compact.” He handed her a slim silk-wrapped packet.

He must have been confident of her agreement, Clarissa thought. She hesitated for a moment, feeling somehow that the simple act of taking the gift would morally commit her to honoring the contract to its bitter end. She realized they were both looking at her expectantly. She couldn’t continue to hesitate; taking the gift was merely part of the contract and she’d leave it behind with everything else when this was over.

“You are too kind, my lord.” She took the packet and untied the ribbon, opening up the silk wrapping to reveal an exquisite fan with sticks of delicately painted mother-of-pearl and painted leaves of ivory vellum depicting a carnival scene. She opened it slowly; it was so delicate, so fine in every detail, it seemed out of place with the base crudity of her present appearance.

“I cannot accept it,” she said softly, closing it and holding it out to him. “It’s too beautiful.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Jasper moved her hand aside. “It’s a beautiful fan for a beautiful woman, my dear girl, and I wish you to use it. Come, now, let us go.” He picked up his hat and cane and extended a hand to her. “Madam, will you come?”

Clarissa yielded, feeling that she was in the grip of a wave that would not release her until it finally washed up on the beach, but she was momentarily reassured by the firm warmth of his clasp as he folded her fingers into his.

They left the house and Jasper raised his cane at a pair of chairmen loitering in the shadow of the colonnade. They picked up their chair and came over at a run.

Jasper gave Clarissa a hand into the chair, then, having directed the chairmen to the Strand, walked companionably beside the open window. There was nothing companionable about his conversation, however. It was more a series of instructions.

“I should warn you that Viscount Bradley is an irascible old man, but he was a libertine in his youth, indeed into his later years, and still has an appreciative eye for female pulchritude. He’ll expect a certain boldness from you. He’s never had time for innocence, pretend or otherwise, so don’t imply it. Be a little vulgar, flirt, be as seductive as you know how, show off your charms. He’ll know why I find you appealing just by looking at you. You may find some of his remarks near the bone; he comes of a different age, when men said what they meant without honey-coating, so if you can match that, he’ll enjoy your company.”

Clarissa absorbed this in stunned silence. How on earth was she to behave like a vulgar prostitute, flirt seductively with an old man, presumably flash her painted nipples at him? It was ludicrous. It bore no relationship to the charades of her past. She flipped open the fan and closed it again with a snap. Nevertheless she could do it. She would do it.

“Are you clear? Do you have any questions?”

Thousands, but she didn’t say so. “It sounds rather intimidating” was all she managed.

“Yes, he is an intimidating old bastard.” Jasper laughed shortly. “But he happens to hold my salvation between his hands, so I need you to act as you’ve never acted before. Imagine he’s a client, if that helps, one with particular tastes. I’m sure you’re accustomed to acting out all sorts of roles for your customers; just imagine you’re in the nunnery entertaining an old gentleman of less than refined tastes.”

Clarissa was afraid she was going to start howling with laughter again at the lunatic absurdity of the whole situation. She bit down hard on her lip, then remembered the paint and hastily rubbed at her front teeth with her fingertip. She leaned towards the open window on the far side of the chair, away from the earl, and concentrated fiercely on the busy street until certain she had the unruly impulse under control. And then all desire to laugh vanished. Luke was walking briskly along the street a few yards away from her chair but in the same direction. She leaned back, away from the aperture, her heart thumping.

What were the odds of seeing him like this? But they were not that bad, of course. The London she and Luke were inhabiting was a very small area, maybe three square miles in all. She couldn’t follow him now, but as soon as she was free of the earl later this morning, she would return to Ludgate Hill. If Clarissa Astley, the well-bred, refined, carefully educated daughter of Squire Astley and Lady Lavinia Astley, could fool an irascible libertine of an old nobleman into believing her to be a prostitute, she could present herself at Luke’s kitchen door as someone she wasn’t. An itinerant gypsy, perhaps, or a beggar maid, a girl down on her luck for some reason. Surely someone in Luke’s household would have had dealings with the little boy before he’d been packed off to whatever hellhole held him now.

Suddenly the charade took on a different patina. If she could play one part, certainly she could play another. And the better she played the one, the better she would play the other.

Suddenly emboldened Clarissa leaned forward, resting an arm on the edge of the window, once again looking for Luke. She allowed the shawl to slip open to reveal her bosom. Even if Luke saw her he would never recognize her in her present guise and beneath all the paint and powder. He wasn’t expecting to see her anywhere in the city, so it would never occur to him that this painted, half-dressed harlot could have anything at all in common with his niece.

He was still walking on the far side of the thoroughfare, swinging his cane, his gaze flickering from side to side. He glanced into the street at the passing traffic and for one brief instant his eyes met Clarissa’s. She forced herself to maintain an air of indifference as she looked past him, giving the impression of an idle interest in the street scene. Her body thrummed with the suspense, with the dread that she was wrong and he would recognize her and give chase, but his gaze lingered on her only briefly, and even for that short time Clarissa recognized the lascivious nature of his cursory inspection. It was oddly comforting that Luke of all people should see a whore instead of his virgin niece.

“I don’t appear to be holding your attention,” the earl remarked, laying a hand on the edge of the window beside him.

“Oh, forgive me, I thought I saw someone I know.” She gave an unconvincing little titter and turned her eyes on him again. “You were talking of your uncle . . . ?”

“Actually, I was not,” he said drily. “I was talking of my twin brothers, whom you might well meet at the viscount’s house. It is imperative that you don’t reveal to them that you know about our uncle’s will and even more so about our little arrangement. Those details must be kept strictly between the two of us. Is that clear?”

Clarissa gave him a smile of bland innocence. “Perfectly. It is for you to make the conditions, my lord. I am merely your servant.”

“Your understanding of the situation is a weight off my mind,” he observed as drily as before.

Clarissa wondered if she had overstepped the line but had no time to ponder the question because the chair had come to a halt and the chairmen were setting it down outside the imposing front door of a double-fronted mansion. Jasper paid the chairmen and handed her out.

He escorted her up the short flight of well-honed steps and lifted the big brass door knocker. In a few minutes the sound of scraping bolts heralded the door’s opening. An elderly retainer in powdered wig and brocade livery bowed as he held the door wide.

“Good morning, my lord.”

“Good morning, Louis.” Jasper urged Clarissa ahead of him into a large, square hall with a beautiful frescoed ceiling and ornately gilded molding. A magnificent horseshoe staircase rose from the rear to a galleried landing. “How is his lordship this morning?” He handed his hat, cane, and cloak to the retainer. “Is he receiving?”

“He is always happy to receive you, Lord Blackwater.” The man laid his burdens on a highly polished settle and glanced curiously at the earl’s companion.

Clarissa had instinctively drawn the shawl close around her shoulders as she’d stepped into the street but now Jasper twitched it out of her grasp and away from her body. “You won’t need this, it’s always too warm in the viscount’s apartments.” He handed the shawl to the retainer, who took it without a word, but with a surreptitious glance at the expanse of white skin its removal revealed.

Clarissa felt as naked as if she had no clothes on at all but she resisted the urge to adjust the lace of the gown’s neckline to cover her nipples, telling herself firmly that she was in costume for a charade, no more, no less.

“I’ll announce myself, Louis.” The earl moved towards the staircase, easing Clarissa in front of him with a hand on her arm. The warmth of his fingers penetrated the thin muslin of her elbow-length sleeves. “There’s no need to be nervous, Clarissa, I won’t leave you alone with him.”

“I’m not,” she denied, realizing that in truth she was more curious about this devious, degenerate old man than nervous. Besides, he was a bedridden invalid; what harm could he do her?

Jasper opened a set of double doors along the landing. They gave onto a thickly carpeted antechamber. Clarissa looked around, noticing the richness of the furnishings; the gold and silver ornaments, some elaborately carved; and the array of delicately painted porcelain figurines. “Is the viscount a collector?”

Jasper glanced around the room. “He’s always been an acquisitive tyrant. Much of the treasure in this house, and particularly the gold and silver, he brought from India, and God alone knows whether it was honestly acquired. I would guess not, myself.” He crossed to another set of doors in the far wall and knocked once.

“Stay in here until I call for you.” He opened the doors and stepped into the room beyond.

Clarissa wandered around the antechamber examining the objets d’art. They were ornate and beautiful for the most part. A gold pedestal urn in particular caught her eye for the elaborate engravings that adorned it. She examined it closely and then jumped back with a startled gasp. Innocent though she may have been, she’d have to have lived in a silent order in a convent all her life not to recognize the obscenities depicted. The figures were engaged in multiple forms of carnal intercourse, each one connecting to the one in front. Fascinated now, she bent closer, turning the urn as she followed the progress of the figures around the pedestal. She was so absorbed she didn’t hear the door opening again.

“Amusing, isn’t it? Hard to believe such positions are actually possible.”

She stepped backwards guiltily, her cheeks flushed as if she’d been caught in some unsavory activity. The earl was standing so close behind her she stepped on his foot, her body coming up hard against his.

“I beg your pardon . . . forgive me . . . I didn’t hear you,” she stammered, trying to move sideways away from him, but he put an arm around her, pinning her in place against him.

“Don’t move, I’m enjoying this.” There was a chuckle in his voice and his breath was warm on the nape of her neck. His hands slid up from her waist, lightly cupping her breasts, his fingers moving over the dark red nipples above the lace.

“No, please don’t,” she exclaimed, her body stiffening. “Let me go, my lord, please. We had an agreement.”

“Did we? I don’t remember agreeing to anything more than putting the matter on hold for a while.”

“So, you’d stoop to rape, would you, my lord?” Her voice shook with fear-fueled outrage as she realized that in this house she could not stop him from doing anything he wished with her.

His hands dropped from her as if she were a burning brand and he thrust her almost roughly away from him. “Don’t ever accuse me of that again.”

Clarissa turned to look at him. His expression was dark, his eyes black and unreadable. “You frightened me,” she said softly. “Can’t you understand how helpless I feel, here alone with you?”

His expression became one of acute exasperation, although his voice remained low. “Good God, woman, you’re a whore. How could I possibly have frightened you? You know what to expect. You signed an agreement; don’t tell me you expected that to include nothing more than pretty clothes in a pleasant house in exchange for a little playacting?”

There was nothing to be said, given that the truth was an impossibility. She turned away, saying dully, “Is your uncle receiving?”

Jasper didn’t immediately respond. He looked at her in angry puzzlement, once again wondering what it was about this young woman that set him back on his heels at every turn. He knew what she was, so why did her behavior seem to deny it? There was nothing to be gained by the denial, not in his company anyway. God’s blood, he’d seen the way she ate an oyster, the most seductive act he’d ever witnessed. She lived in a whorehouse, she’d signed a whore’s contract. And the plain fact of the matter was that he wanted her. Perhaps she was holding him off in order to get more out of him. That was a whore’s trick, one he knew well. It had been played on him several times before—not with any success, mind you, but it had certainly been tried.

That made sense of her paradoxical come-hither, go-whither behavior, and she’d learn soon enough that he was no gull.

“He’s waiting for you,” he said, his tone curt. He went ahead of her to the far door that still stood ajar. “Allow me to introduce Mistress Clarissa Ordway, sir.” He reached for her wrist and drew her up beside him as he entered the chamber.

Clarissa blinked in the dim light. The curtains were partially drawn across the long windows, shutting out the crisp autumn sunlight, and a fire blazed in the massive hearth. Wax candles burned around the room and the faint odor of a sickroom lingered in the stuffy air. An old man in a fur-trimmed robe, fur rugs wrapped around his knees, was ensconced beside the fireplace, a glass of wine held in a surprisingly graceful hand, the slender, white-skinned hand of a much younger man. He raised a quizzing glass and examined Clarissa as she stepped hesitantly towards him.

“Well, come closer, girl, I don’t bite,” he rasped.

Clarissa came within several feet of him and curtsied. “Good morning, my lord.”

“Hmm.” He raised his quizzing glass again. “So, you’re my nephew’s latest piece. Not bad . . . not bad at all. Nice bubbies; a bit small, but shapely enough.”

“La, sir, you flatter me. I believe them to be insignificant.” She curtsied again, flicking open her fan, smiling at him over the edge, fluttering her thick golden-brown lashes.

He laughed. “Don’t shortchange yourself, girl. Which nunnery are you from?”

“Mistress Griffiths’s, sir.”

The old man cackled. “Nan’s still at it, is she? Well, she always did run a fine establishment. Jasper, over there”—he gestured with his head to where his nephew stood—“he lost his virginity in that house when he was a lad of sixteen. God alone knows how he managed to get to such an age with his cock untried, but that father of his was a namby-pamby, and as for his mother—”

Jasper interrupted him, his voice mildly remonstrative. “You may cast as many aspersions as you wish upon my lamentable lack of physical education, sir, but I beg that you will leave my mother, at least, out of the conversation.”

Clarissa was much amused. She ought to have been shocked by the old man’s language but instead found it entertaining; it was so unlike anything she’d ever been exposed to before. Amazingly, she thought, she could probably manage to hold her own.

“Oh, your mother was a milksop.” The viscount waved a dismissive hand but refrained from any further mention of his brother’s wife. “Go away, Jasper, and leave me with this charming creature.” He patted the ottoman beside his chair. “Sit here, my girl, and tell me all about yourself. How long have you been at Mother Griffiths’s?”

Clarissa took the seat, arranging her skirts carefully and making sure the old man had a good view of her bosom. “Just a few weeks, sir. I came to London to make my fortune.”

“Oh, you and half a hundred other girls,” the viscount declared with a chuckle. “And not many of ’em will make it.” He leaned closer, examining her again through his glass. “I’d lay odds you will though. Cosgrove, you black crow, fetch a glass for this pretty creature. I insist you take a drink with me, my dear.”

Clarissa hadn’t noticed the other inhabitant of the darkened chamber. A tall, thin, angular man in the black robes of a priest appeared suddenly from the shadows by the bed curtains and stepped soundlessly across the room. A heavy cross hung from his neck, his rosary beads at the waist of his cassock. He regarded Clarissa with an expression of alarm and she thought sympathetically that the poor young man had probably never expected to find himself waiting upon a whore, any more than she had expected to act the whore.

“My secretary and confessor, Father Cosgrove,” the viscount said with a vague wave between them. “Fetch a glass, man.”

The priest slid back into the shadows and returned with a wineglass that he set down on the table beside the viscount’s chair.

“Well pour, pour for the lady, man.”

He filled the glass and handed it to Clarissa, who thanked him with a smile that Mistress Clarissa Astley would have bestowed upon her own parish priest. He looked momentarily reassured, before fading into the background once more.

“So, what d’you think of my nephew, then, Mistress Clarissa?” the viscount demanded with a glint in his eye. “It’s all right, he’s left us, so you can speak freely. How’s his swordsmanship?”

“I couldn’t say, sir.” Clarissa was genuinely surprised at the question. “I’ve never witnessed it.”

“What? You mean the blackguard’s not bedded you yet? What’s the matter with him? Lost his gumption . . . lost his starch?”

Clarissa struggled to recover from her mistake. She laughed, trying to sound insouciant. “I was funning, sir. A stupid jest, of course. It’s true I have never witnessed my lord Blackwater on the dueling field, but in other matters . . .” She gave him a bold smile, remembering that Jasper had told her the viscount did not like false innocence. “I have no complaints, my lord.”

He nodded and drank from his glass. “It’s been a few too many years since I had a woman in my bed. Old age is the very devil. But I’ve had my moments.” He glanced towards the shadows by the bed. “Haven’t I, Father Cosgrove? I’ve had my moments indeed.”

“Yes, my lord” came the mumbled response.

“Father Cosgrove, for his sins, is hearing my life’s confession,” the old man informed Clarissa with a wickedly beatific smile. “Not only is he hearing it, but he is writing it down for posterity. If such an account of one man’s wicked ways can serve to deter another after him, then my work is well done. Isn’t that so, Father Cosgrove?”

“If God so wills it, my lord.”

“Bring the book here, man. I would take a look at the last chapter.”

The priest returned to the fireside carrying a bound sheaf of papers. He laid them on the arm of the old man’s chair. “If you have no further need of me at the moment, my lord, I will go to my devotions now.”

“Send my nephew in to me.” The viscount sat up straighter and took the papers onto his lap. “Put a rug around my shoulders, my dear, over there on the chair. I’ve no desire to contract a quinsy.” He patted the papers in his lap and chuckled. “Father Cosgrove finds my confessions require that he go frequently to his devotions to cleanse his soul from the taint of debauchery.”

Clarissa wondered why the old man took such malicious delight in discomfiting the priest when, judging by the rosary on the table beside him, he belonged to the same church. She fetched the fur-trimmed rug from the chair and arranged it over the old man’s shoulders. He reached up to adjust it, a massive ruby carbuncle glowing in the candlelight against the slender white fingers. A thick gold signet ring adorned his other hand.

Jasper came into the chamber, closing the doors behind him. “You wanted me, sir?”

“Aye, I wish to talk to you alone. Send the whore into the antechamber.”

Clarissa’s nostrils flared at the sudden hostility in the old man’s voice. A moment earlier he had been laughing with her, paying her compliments, and now he was dismissing her as if she were a piece of flotsam in the kennel. She rose to her feet and without so much as a glance in the viscount’s direction stalked from the chamber before Jasper could reach the door to open it for her.

“Was that necessary, sir?” Jasper asked, his voice even but his eyes glittering with anger.

“Hardly necessary, dear boy, but what does it matter? The woman’s a whore, a gold digger. Prettier than most, I grant you. You’re a meal ticket as far as she’s concerned. Why did you bring her to me? You don’t ordinarily parade your whores for my inspection.”

“I had thought to make Mistress Ordway my project for conversion, sir.” Jasper took a deep chair with earpieces on the opposite side of the hearth. He crossed his legs and regarded his uncle with a sardonic smile. “Unless, of course, you don’t consider her suitable.”

The viscount chuckled. “A whore is a whore, and if she’s under Mother Griffiths’s protection then that’s what she is. Let’s see if you can persuade society that a whore can see the error of her ways and become a model of Christian propriety and a devoted wife.” He shook his head. “You’ll have your work cut out for you. I’ve met many a fallen woman in my time, and none have managed to get up from the gutter for long; the life gets into their blood, they don’t understand honest emotion, they’re always looking for a trick of some kind.”

He began to riffle through the papers in his lap. “There’s many an example in here, all the beautiful women who’ve crossed my path; some even lingered awhile, but they all proved faithless in the end.”

He looked up and across at his nephew with a malicious gleam in his old eyes. “You know what I have here? My life story, my life’s confession. By the grace of God and Father Cosgrove I shall go to my death when the time comes well shriven.” His laugh was a cackle that turned into a violent fit of coughing. He struggled to catch his breath, the papers falling in a shower to his feet. Jasper hurried to him, ringing the handbell on the table beside his uncle before helping him to sit forward.

A liveried servant came into the room. “I’ll take care of his lordship now, my lord.” He carried a brown apothecary’s bottle and poured a dose into a small cup, holding it to the viscount’s lips. “Swallow this, sir. You know it’ll help.”

“Foul muck, it’ll poison me more like,” the old man gasped through a spasm, but he swallowed the mixture and after a moment it seemed to bring him ease. He fell back in his chair with a sigh and closed his eyes.

Jasper remained for a few moments, then, thinking his uncle asleep, he bent to pick up the scattered papers, trying to put them in order. As he did so, a passage caught his eye and he read on, turning the pages slowly, his eye scanning the lines. He forgot for a moment where he was, so absorbed was he in his reading, and then, after a minute, he looked up.

His uncle was watching him, a knowing gleam in his eye. “Makes titillating reading, don’t you think, Nephew?”

“I’m not sure that’s the word I would use, sir.” Jasper put the papers together and placed them carefully on the table. “But I can find it in me to feel pity for Father Cosgrove.” He bowed and moved to the door. “I’ll leave you to your rest.”



Chapter Six
 [image: Image]


Clarissa was pacing the antechamber, still struggling to regain her composure. She couldn’t imagine what had caused that insulting volte-face and she wanted only to shake the dust of this ornate palace from her shoes and have nothing more to do with either the house or its vile owner.

She had almost made up her mind to walk out and find her own way back to King Street when the sound of voices from the gallery outside gave her pause. She stopped pacing and listened. Men’s voices, cheerful and interspersed with laughter, were drawing closer. Instinctively she moved into a far corner of the room, half-concealed behind an easel-mounted painting of a black-eyed, dark-skinned odalisque.

The door opened and two young men entered, flaxen haired, blue eyed, tall and slender, almost impossible to tell apart except for their clothes. One was dressed in a flamboyant suit of crimson and gold lace, his tight-fitting striped waistcoat a riot of scarlet satin; jewels sparkled off the heels and buckles of his shoes, and he carried a tricorne hat sporting a magnificent ostrich plume. The other was more soberly clad in a suit of plain dark blue, with a cream-colored waistcoat; both buckles and heels of his shoes were as unadorned as his hat.

“So, do you think Jasper’s started on his rush to the altar yet, Perry?” the flamboyant one asked, going to a sideboard on the far side of the chamber away from Clarissa and examining the decanters through his quizzing glass. “Lord, you’d think the old man could run to a decent port or cognac once in a while, wouldn’t you? Nothing here but sherry.”

“I suspect he keeps the decent stuff for himself. I haven’t seen Jasper for a couple of weeks; who knows what he’s doing? But I’d lay odds he’s not letting the grass grow.” The speaker wandered over to the fireplace, kicking at a falling log. “You know our esteemed brother, Seb.”

“Jasper’s all right,” Sebastian said. “He’s always stood by us.”

His twin raised his hands in a defensive gesture. “I never implied otherwise. He’s a great gun. Oh, thank you.” He took the glass of sherry his brother handed him. “Might as well fortify ourselves before we enter the den. How’s your search progressing?”

Sebastian’s smile tried to be secretive. “Oh, little by little,” he said vaguely, but his brother was not fooled.

“Come, Seb, tell. You can’t pull the wool over my eyes. Where have you found your sow’s ear?”

“I’m not ready to divulge that yet, brother.” Sebastian grinned. “But unless I’m much mistaken, this sow’s ear will make a most elegant silk purse.”

Clarissa looked desperately for a way to get out of the chamber without these two, clearly Jasper’s twin brothers, knowing she had been eavesdropping. If only she’d had the sense she was born with and stayed clearly visible. If she’d been wearing her own clothes, it would never have occurred to her to hide. Perhaps she could sidle behind the easel and along the paneled walls to the door, keeping in the shadows. There were so many objects in the room, maybe a flicker of movement wouldn’t be noticed.

And then the door from the viscount’s chamber opened and Jasper came out. “Seb, Perry, how are you?” He greeted his brothers without much surprise. “You’ve timed a visit to the old man rather poorly, I’m afraid. He’s in one of his worst moods, irascible and ready to insult anything that moves. Talking of which . . .” He looked in puzzlement around the antechamber. “Where . . . ? Oh, there you are. Why are you hiding behind an odalisque?”

“I wasn’t hiding.” Clarissa denied it with as much dignity as she could muster as she emerged. “I was looking at the paintings.”

The twin brothers were looking at her in ill-concealed amazement, then Peregrine came to his senses and bowed. “Madam, forgive us, we were not aware of your presence, otherwise we would have introduced ourselves. Peregrine Sullivan at your service.”

Clarissa curtsied, remembering just in time her adopted name. “Clarissa Ordway, sir.”

Sebastian moved forward, offered a bow. “Sebastian Sullivan at your service, Mistress Ordway.”

She curtsied again. “Sir.” The ritual was so comfortingly familiar that for a moment she forgot her appearance, but then Sebastian’s fascinated gaze fixed upon her bosom brought it back to mind with unpleasant reality. She looked at Jasper. “Are we ready to leave, my lord?”

“Certainly,” he said pleasantly. “If you would go down to the hall, I will join you in a few minutes.” He held open the door and Clarissa took her cue and left, hearing the door close quietly behind her.

Jasper turned back to his brothers. “So, my dears, questions?”

“Where did you find her, Jasper?” Sebastian sounded awed. “She’s delicious, so beautiful, so perfect for Uncle Bradley.”

“I believe Mistress Ordway has all of those qualities,” Jasper agreed with a complacent smile. “Let us just say that we ran into each other.”

“Where is she established?”

“Nan Griffiths’s nunnery.” He poured himself a glass of sherry and regarded his brothers with an ironic smile. “For what it’s worth, I think our esteemed uncle has two quivers to his bow with this diabolical scheme. I think he’s searching not only for revenge on the family, but also for his own redemption through our efforts.”

“How so, Jasper?” Peregrine, perched on the deep windowsill, regarded his brother with an air of uncertainty.

“Take a look at his confession when you get the opportunity.” Jasper chuckled. “Father Cosgrove has all my sympathies.”

“What d’you mean, Jasper? No, seriously, you can’t walk away and leave us with that.” Sebastian was indignant as his brother set down his empty glass and appeared ready to depart.

Jasper laughed. “Our reprobate uncle is writing of his past indulgences and iniquities in the most graphic, intimate detail, and our innocent Benedictine novice is transcribing each and every one. It’s Bradley’s idea of a final confession, so that he will meet his maker properly shriven. And by paying us to save a lost soul apiece, he has the twisted idea that he will achieve his own redemption.”

“You’ve read this confession?”

“I glanced at a few pages that had fallen to the floor. It was enough, believe me.” Jasper regarded his brothers with a flickering smile. “So, how are your bride searches progressing?”

His brothers exchanged glances, then looked at him, their discomfort obvious. “Not as well as yours,” Sebastian confessed. “I have a lady in mind, but she’s proving hard to land.”

“And I have yet to find my quarry, let alone bring her to the bank.” Peregrine shrugged. “I don’t like it, Jasper. We’re playing a game of our uncle’s. He’s baited the hook and he’s playing us like trout. For two pins—”

“For two pins, Perry, you’d leave us all floundering in the quicksand,” Jasper interrupted, his voice harsh. “Are you prepared to see the Sullivan name sink into infamy? Blackwater Manor collapsing in ruins? Everything this family has stood for over the generations lost to memory because our father gambled away every last hectare? There are generations of Blackwater tenants dependent upon us—upon me—for the roof over their heads and the bread on their tables. I will not pass up the opportunity to put that right, and neither will you, Peregrine, neglect your family duty. Find yourself a wife. I don’t give a damn how you do it, but do it you will. Is that understood?”

Peregrine was ashen as he listened to his brother’s cold, hard statement. He glanced at his twin and saw no reassurance there. Sebastian was pale but resolute. Slowly Peregrine nodded. “Understood,” he said.

Jasper nodded. “Come to dinner next week, both of you.” It was an instruction rather than an invitation and his brothers murmured an assent.

Jasper left them. He found Clarissa waiting in the hall below, tapping an impatient foot. “Forgive me, I needed a few words with my brothers,” he explained as he ran down the stairs. “Find us a chair, Louis, will you?” The servant went off at a run, a whistle in his hand. “Why were you hiding, Clarissa?” Jasper came up beside her.

“I wasn’t,” she said, denying it again. “Your brothers caught me unexpectedly while I was looking at a painting behind the odalisque. They were already in the middle of a conversation and I couldn’t find the right moment to step out and make myself known.”

“And what was their conversation?” he inquired, draping the shawl across her shoulders before taking his hat and cane from the bench.

She shrugged. “I don’t know, just chat between brothers, I suppose.”

He looked at her with narrowed eyes but let it go. “It’s long past noon, and I for one am hungry. I suggest we return to the Angel and see if we can reproduce yesterday’s dinner, which we so abruptly abandoned.”

Was it only yesterday? So much had happened in the last twenty-four hours, Clarissa wasn’t sure she was still the same person, but she was sure she was hungry and her present appearance would draw no attention in the Piazza, so, with a nod, she acceded.

Louis returned slightly out of breath. “Chair’s outside, m’lord.”

The chair stood before the door, two sturdy chairmen at the poles. Jasper handed Clarissa in and then walked beside the chair as the chairmen trotted back to Covent Garden.

The deserted quiet of the morning was a mere memory, and the Piazza was as crowded as ever, business being transacted on every street corner and behind every colonnade. Raucous voices floated on the steam billowing from the bathhouses and outside a tavern a man was selling his wife. He had set the woman on a rickety table, a rope around her neck, as he called out the bidding to the crowd of jeering carousers surrounding them. The woman’s expression was one of desolate desperation.

Clarissa closed her eyes, feeling sick. She unfurled her fan and plied it vigorously, trying to shut out the noise and the image. Jasper glanced into the chair and frowned. “Are you unwell? You’re very pale suddenly.” Indeed, even beneath the white powder, her pallor was noticeable.

“No . . . no.” She waved her fan at him but still didn’t open her eyes. He looked around, wondering what had affected her. He could see nothing out of the ordinary.

The chair stopped outside the Angel and Jasper handed her down. The tavern was thronged but the tavern wench recognized the earl immediately and came over to them. “You want that special burgundy now, sir? ’Cause if ’n you do, Jake says as ’ow you should ’ave it in the back room.” She jerked her head towards a door at the rear of the taproom. “Can’t ’ave everyone after it. We’ve a good mutton stew to go with it, and as many oysters as you can eat.”

“Then lead the way.” They followed the girl into a small deserted chamber behind the bar warmed by a fire in an inglenook hearth.

“I’ll bring oysters then, shall I?”

“And a flask of Rhenish.” Jasper tossed his hat and cane onto the pine bench beneath the small window. “Come to the fire, Clarissa.”

She obeyed, huddling into her shawl, trying to rid herself of the chill that had struck deep at the sight of the wife sale in the Piazza. Jasper frowned at her crouched figure, bending to the fire, hands outstretched. The bright red spots of rouge on her cheeks stood out as if she were in the grip of a fever.

He went to the door and beckoned to the wench, who was filling a flagon with Rhenish wine at the bar. “Bring a towel and a bowl of water, girl.”

“Aye, sir.” She set the flagon on the bar and went to satisfy this strange requirement. She set them down on the deal table against the wall. “I’ll bring the Rhenish and the oysters now, sir.”

He nodded, intent on the task at hand. He dipped the towel in the bowl and came over to Clarissa. “Let me get this stuff off your face, you’ve no need of it now.” He tilted her chin and scrubbed vigorously at the rouge on her cheeks. It came off with some difficulty, then he soaked the cloth again, but before he could apply it to her lips, Clarissa took it from him.

“Thank you, my lord, but I can wash my own face.”

She sounded much stronger, so much more like herself that he relinquished the cloth and went to pour the wine that the tavern wench had just brought.

Clarissa was scrubbing at her nipples, an expression of such acute distaste on her face that Jasper was startled. There were women all around them dressed and painted as Clarissa had been. But it wouldn’t be necessary again, he decided. He certainly didn’t care for it, particularly on a woman as youthful and fresh faced as she was. She was right to dislike it, to know that it didn’t suit her. But it had served its purpose.

Clarissa became aware of his gaze as she scrubbed at her bare breasts and realized with a shock that she had thought nothing of washing her nipples in front of him. What was happening to her? She seemed to be changing into someone else without volition. Hastily she tucked her breasts back into the gown, pulling up the neckline, then swathing herself in the shawl. Instantly she felt more like herself.

“Oysters?” Jasper inquired, having watched this hasty readjustment with interest. He gestured to the table.

Clarissa sat down and took an oyster. She picked up the oyster fork and caught his quick glance. Her eyes went to the bruise on his hand. “You wouldn’t let me go.” She speared an oyster and popped it into her mouth.

“No, I suppose that’s true.” He speared one himself. “So, can we agree to bury that lamentable incident far in the past, and start a new chapter?”

Clarissa sipped her wine, rolling the golden flowery liquid around her tongue. It warmed her and she felt some of the tension slide away, a tension that had been a part of her since Luke had appeared in the breakfast room at Astley Hall that dreadful morning.

“When will I move to the house on Half Moon Street?” The question was sufficient answer to his question.

It was, however, a slightly awkward question for Jasper. His present mistress was still in situ. Their understanding had been drawing to an acrimonious close for some weeks now as his suspicion that she was sharing her favors with rather more than himself alone became undeniable fact. But as a matter of courtesy he needed to confront her before evicting her. “It will take me a few days to have it refurbished for you,” he temporized.

Clarissa speared another oyster. “I’m sure I don’t need a newly refurbished house, sir. My tastes are simple. Isn’t it important that we begin this charade as soon as possible?”

Jasper thought of the house as Gwendolyn had it furnished. It was an ornate muddle of opulent swags, gilded furniture, a bed so deep in feathers he felt he was drowning whenever he joined her in it, and he had regretted giving her carte blanche with it from the moment he had first walked through the front door, although in the early days of their lustful passion he had deliberately ignored his reservations.

But lust had faded as it so often did, and his own sense of obligation to his mistress had ended abruptly when it had become abundantly clear to him that she had not the same sense of loyalty to her protector. He had dismissed the early whispers as malicious gossip, and somehow, probably because of his apparently nonchalant understanding, Gwendolyn had decided that he was a blind fool, to be used and manipulated as she chose. From then on the vulgar opulence of his so-called love nest had irritated him beyond bearing. Thus far, indolence had stopped him from confronting his mistress and dealing with the resulting unpleasantness. He had had no mistress to put in Gwendolyn’s place, so it didn’t really matter, but now the situation was very different.

Half Moon Street would become a love nest that would suit Clarissa Ordway, a woman so unlike Gwendolyn Mallory it was almost impossible to imagine them in the same room.

“It is important,” he agreed. “But before I establish you there are other steps to be taken. First your wardrobe . . . you need clothes, fashionable clothes that don’t smack of the nunnery, if society is to accept you. Nothing too modest, of course, nothing like that bronze muslin or the gown you were wearing yesterday, but—” He broke off as the tavern maid came in with a cauldron, which she set on the table. She lifted the lid and fragrant steam rose from the contents.

They didn’t resume the conversation until she’d ceremoniously set a crusted bottle of burgundy on the table with two goblets, which she wiped over on her grimy apron; bowls; and utensils. “There y’are then. That’ll do you, I reckon.”

“It will, thank you.” Jasper gave her a nod of dismissal, then lifted the ladle. “Pass your bowl.”

Clarissa did so, wondering how many elegantly dressed earls ladled mutton stew from tavern cauldrons as a matter of course. Jasper St. John Sullivan certainly seemed to know his way around a ladle and a mutton stew. He filled her bowl, selecting choice pieces of meat and vegetables, and discarded anything with fat or gristle. He passed the bowl back and then helped himself.

Clarissa took a small spoonful, watching with a degree of amusement as he ate with relish, breaking bread into the gravy and eschewing all the finer points of table manners. Although there was nothing distasteful about his table manners, they were just the straightforward, hungry conduct of a man at a country table. She’d seen her own father eat with such enjoyment after a day hunting or in the fields with his tenants. And it made her instantly comfortable. She dipped again into her bowl and gave herself up to the sheer pleasure of good plain food.

Until she remembered Francis. Her spoon drifted down to her bowl and she crumbled her bread between her fingers, fighting back tears.

“What is it, Clarissa?” He leaned over the table. “You look stricken, what is it?”

She bit her lip. “A memory, a bad memory. Forgive me, my lord. It intruded.” She gave a tiny unconvincing laugh. “They do, on occasion.”

“Certainly they do.” He looked at her closely. “Will you not tell me what it is?”

It was too soon, too soon even to give him the fabrication she had finally developed of her own child lost in childbirth. “A piece of history,” she said lightly. “Nothing to concern us.” She forked a piece of mutton and smiled at him.

Jasper was unconvinced, but he was also convinced that at this point he had no right to probe. Of course the woman had a past, of course she had complications in her life; everyone did. He didn’t need to know them, understand them, or attempt to solve them. He was paying her to perform one part; everything else about her was of no interest, unless it interfered with her ability to perform satisfactorily.

“As you say,” he conceded, refilling his glass. “And to get back to your wardrobe . . . after we’ve eaten I will escort you to a milliner I know, a very skilled woman with a good eye. She’ll know what to do for you.”

“It’s just possible, my lord, that I will know what to do for myself,” she said, her tone sharp. “I haven’t lived my life in a byre.”

“No, of course you haven’t, I never intended to imply such a thing,” he denied, somewhat startled by her vehemence. “But you cannot know anything much about prevailing town fashion; it’s not as if you’ve been frequenting fashionable London these last weeks. What is appropriate for the Piazza will not do in society’s salons and drawing rooms.”

Clarissa flushed with annoyance. “I am well aware of that, sir. Credit me with some sense.”

He held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Enough said. We will go and visit Madame Hortense and you may share your views with her.”

Clarissa frowned. “Must it be this afternoon?”

“I see little point in delay. Why, do you have something else, something more important, to do this afternoon?” He raised an interrogative eyebrow as he leaned over to refill her wineglass.

He sounded as if it was impossible that she should have. Clarissa, still frowning, stared into the ruby contents of her glass. He’d want to know what it was that was so important she couldn’t spend the afternoon in his company, and she could hardly tell him she was impersonating a Bow Street Runner whenever she wasn’t impersonating a prostitute. But to let a day slide by without furthering her search for Francis seemed like the worst betrayal. “I’m rather fatigued,” she said finally. “I would like to rest this afternoon.”

Jasper regarded her for a moment, wondering why he was unconvinced by such an excuse. It was not unreasonable; her life had turned topsy-turvy since the moment she had run into him the previous day. She probably needed some time to herself. And yet he had the feeling she was not telling him the truth. However he merely nodded. “As you wish. I’ll send a carriage for you in the morning to take you to Madame Hortense’s establishment.”

“Thank you.” Clarissa set down her spoon. “If you’ll excuse me now, my lord, I would return to King Street. I have no need of an escort. It’s just around the corner.” She pushed back her stool.

Jasper rose to his feet, observing drily, “You seem to have the habit of unceremonious departures from the dinner table, Clarissa. But I do insist that I accompany you to your door. Wait here while I settle up with mine host.”

“I would not take you from your dinner, sir.”

He dismissed her protest with a brusque gesture and went into the taproom. Clarissa grimaced; she couldn’t really blame him for being annoyed. But in truth she didn’t think she could face another mouthful of food or another moment of inaction. She wrapped herself in her shawl and went into the taproom.

Jasper turned from the bar counter, where he was talking with the landlord. “Come along then.” He ushered her through the noisy crowd and out into the Piazza. His displeasure was obvious and he walked so fast that she almost had to trot to keep up with him. At the house he sounded the knocker and waited, tapping his foot until the door was opened by the steward. “Until tomorrow then,” he said with a curt nod, then turned on his heel and left her on the doorstep.

Clarissa took a half step after him, then thought better of it. He was angry and entitled to be so by her discourteous haste to be rid of him. On the morrow she would try to make amends. She waited until he had disappeared around the corner onto Bedford Street, then entered the house, intending to fetch her cloak and coin purse before setting out for Ludgate Hill.
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Jasper walked briskly, the crisp air cooling his temper somewhat. He was not accustomed to being dismissed so abruptly by anyone, let alone someone in his employ, and there were no two ways about it; he had paid good money for the services of Mistress Clarissa Ordway. He realized after a while that he was walking to Half Moon Street without having made a conscious decision as to his destination. Well, in his present mood, he would relish the inevitable confrontation with his mistress. It had to come sometime in the next day or two.

It was a longish walk but it served to clear his head and restore his equilibrium, so that he was once more his calm, dispassionate self when he unlocked the front door of the pretty little house where he kept his mistress and entered the small square hall. The maid who looked after Gwendolyn came through the baize door that led down to the basement kitchen regions as the earl closed the front door behind him.

She bobbed a hasty curtsy and her eyes darted side to side as if she were afraid to meet his gaze. “My lord . . . we wasn’t expectin’ you. I’ll run up and tell madam.”

“No, don’t bother, Sally,” he said. “I’ll announce myself.” He walked to the stairs and then paused, his eye falling on a hat, cane, and gloves on the bench by the door. The girl followed his eyes and stepped hastily in front of the bench.

“Madam gets powerful cross, my lord, if I don’t announce folks.”

Jasper crossed the small space. He reached out and indolently caught the girl’s chin in his palm, tilting her face so that he could examine her countenance. He shook his head gently. “Sally, your loyalty is admirable but quite unnecessary. You may return to your work. I will take these to their owner.” He released her chin, picked up the hat, cane, and gloves from the bench, and continued on his way upstairs.

Outside the door to the drawing room he paused, listening to the subdued murmur of voices within. A grim smile touched his lips as he identified the voice of Gwendolyn’s visitor. He opened the door without ceremony.

Gwendolyn and the Honorable Henry Lassiter were sitting cozily on the daybed before the fire. Too cozily for mere friendship.

“Good day, my dear.” He entered the drawing room, a smile on his lips that came nowhere near his eyes. “Lassiter, yours, I believe.” He dropped his burdens onto a chair. “There’s a chill wind, you will need them.”

It was clearly a dismissal and the Honorable Henry, who had jumped up from the daybed at the earl’s entrance, looked at the woman as if for an answer to his next move. He looked back at the earl, standing impassively holding the door open.

“Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear,” Jasper said amiably. “I bid you farewell, Lassiter.”

“You have no right to dismiss my visitors, Jasper.” Gwendolyn rose to her feet, her countenance flushed. “As it happens I wish Henry to remain.”

“And I wish him gone, my dear.” The earl’s voice was as pleasant as ever, but his eyes were cold and hard. “I believe it to be my prerogative to decide whom I wish to entertain under my own roof. Just as it will be my pleasure to assist your guest down the stairs should he so wish it.”

Lassiter went swiftly for his belongings. He cast one last glance at Gwendolyn, who was still standing beside the daybed, her expression a mixture of dismay and anger, then left, sidling past Jasper, who was still holding the door.

Jasper closed the door at his back and surveyed his mistress with that same smile. “Do sit down again, my dear. May I pour you a glass of Madeira?”

“No, I thank you.” She sat down, arranging her taffeta skirts carefully. “That was very discourteous, Jasper. It’s unlike you.”

He inclined his head. “Do you really think so? I think most men would show a degree of incivility when their possessions are usurped.”

She flushed. “I am not your possession.”

“No, indeed you’re not, my dear. But this house is and I retain the right to decide who spends time under its roof.” He stood before the fire, resting an arm along the mantel as he looked at her. She was a very handsome woman. But even so she could not hold a candle to the lovely Mistress Ordway. Gwendolyn was older in many ways but that added to her appeal. She was well versed in the ways of the world and knew how to please him where it mattered. But she had no loyalty and he had long ago sworn to himself that he would never be duped by a woman again. Once was enough. He must be the only man in her life for as long as their arrangement lasted.

“You are free to do as you please, Gwendolyn,” he continued, watching the color ebb and flow in her cheeks. “But you are not free to live under my protection and enjoy the favors of other men.” He shrugged. “You may consider me old-fashioned in my need for an exclusive arrangement. So be it.”

“What are you saying?” She stood up again, her hands restlessly opening and closing her fan. “Are you telling me it is over between us?”

“Yes, I believe that is what I’m saying. You may take whatever you wish from this house but I would like you to vacate it by the end of the week. I’m sure Lassiter can find a suitable property for you in the next few days. Unless, of course, there is someone else who might be preferable?” His tone was as cynical as his raised eyebrows.

Gwendolyn was very pale now. “I will promise never to see Henry again.”

He shook his head. “Much as I would like to believe that, my dear, I know how impossible you would find it. I know you too well. You need variety, the excitement of new conquests. Leave the house by the end of the week, if you please.” He moved to her and lifted her hand, lightly brushing a kiss across the back. “I have enjoyed our association, Gwendolyn, but it’s time to bring it to a close before things become ugly.”

Releasing her hand, he bowed and walked quickly from the room.



Chapter Seven
 [image: Image]


Clarissa tentatively approached the rear steps at her uncle’s house on Ludgate Hill. She couldn’t decide whether she dared risk a direct approach to the kitchen door at the base of the steps. Someone had sent her the note, and it seemed a reasonable assumption that that someone lived in the house, or was intimate at least with the household. But she risked exposure if she asked questions of the wrong person, a member of the household loyal to his master.

The door below suddenly opened and lamplight poured forth into the small gloomy yard at the base of the steps. Although it was still only midafternoon the sky was heavy with cloud, making the basement kitchen even more in need of lamplight.

Clarissa moved hastily away from the top of the steps as voices rose in cheerful farewell and an elderly packman emerged into the yard. He carried a basket on his back and a tray around his neck displaying his selection of pins, ribbons, pieces of lace, buttons, and other trifles.

“Don’t be a stranger now, Bert,” a voice called from the kitchen.

“Never fear, Clara, I’ll be back for more of that there mulled ale an’ lardy cake,” the peddler shouted back as he made his way up the steps to the street.

Clarissa darted across the road before he reached the street. It seemed, judging from what she’d overheard, that he was a frequent visitor to the back door and a welcome one. Whenever he visited he would be offered refreshment as he laid out his wares to the entire household gathered in the kitchen, and he would hear the household gossip. It might be safer, with less risk of Luke hearing of it, if, instead of approaching her uncle’s household directly, she talked with someone who visited often. She knew from her own experience that the packmen who made their regular rounds peddling the trifles and trinkets necessary to the smooth running of a household and to the pleasure of servants who had little enough to please them were au fait with the most intimate details of some of their habitual households, as were the tinkers, cobblers, and knife grinders who paid regular calls.

She glanced up and down the street, wondering if her uncle was in the house, looking from a window maybe. But perhaps he hadn’t returned from wherever he had been going that morning, which meant that at any moment he could turn the corner of the street on his way home. He couldn’t find his niece loitering outside his front door.

The packman was shuffling his way up the hill towards the bulk of St. Paul’s, a dramatic edifice against the darkening sky. It was getting colder, a hint of early frost in the sharp wind, and Clarissa huddled into her thick woolen cloak as she hurried half running after him. He heard her quick footsteps and turned round, his expression startled.

“Forgive me, I would like to talk to you for a moment.” Clarissa reached him, slightly out of breath. “You were visiting Master Astley’s house just now.”

“What if I was?” He looked at the hooded, cloaked young woman in surprise.

“I was wondering if anyone ever mentioned a young boy living in the house . . . or if you’d ever seen him. A lad of about ten, Master Astley’s ward.”

The peddler frowned. “Who wants to know?”

“I will tell you that, if you’ll answer my question first,” she said, her eyes wary.

“Maybe I ’ave ’eard summat . . . maybe I seen a lad. Like I said, who wants to know?”

“His sister. I work for her, she sent me to see how her brother was doing.” It was a gamble but one worth taking.

“Where’s your mistress now, then?” The peddler still looked suspicious.

“Back at the inn. She doesn’t want her uncle to know she’s in town.”

The packman seemed to consider this before he nodded slowly. “Well, you tell your mistress the laddie’s with a baby farmer in a house near the stairs at Wapping.”

Clarissa’s heart leaped. “Did you send my mistress the note?”

“Maybe I did, ’n’ maybe I didn’t.” He looked anxiously down the street. “I’m saying nothing . . . more than my trade’s worth.”

Clarissa nodded impatiently. “Tell me the address. Is Wapping in London?”

“Course it is, down the east end, on the river. But I don’t know the street, just it’s by the stairs.”

How big was Wapping? “What stairs?”

He gave her a pitying look. “River stairs, of course.”

Of course. “How will I . . . my mistress . . . how will she find it?”

“ ’Tis a house hard by the Eagle an’ Dove. If she asks around, someone’ll tell ’er.” He hesitated, then said, “Best if she gets ’im out of there quick. He’s doin’ all right, but there’s infection an’ all sorts around there.” He hoisted his pack further up his back and started off again up the hill.

“Just a minute . . . please . . . just one more question.” Desperately Clarissa ran after him. “How do you know he’s all right? Have you seen the boy?”

“Aye, a few days ago. Gave ’im some gingerbread.”

She grabbed his arm. “Could you take me there?”

He shook his head. “Not on my rounds for another month, girl. But you tell your mistress what I said an’ to find him quick.” His expression softened a little. “Nice little lad, ’e is. Don’t know what that uncle of ’is thinks he’s doin’, but he’s a bad one and no mistake.” He spat into the kennel, then continued on his way and this time Clarissa let him go.

Wapping? How was she to get there? Would a chair take her? It didn’t sound like the kind of place frequented by chairmen. She looked around helplessly and then froze. A hackney carriage turned into the street at the bottom of the hill and drew up outside Luke’s house. She moved closer into the shadow of a house, watching as her uncle descended from the carriage, paid the jarvey, and disappeared into the house. Only then did she breathe easily.

The hackney was coming up the street towards her and she moved out of the shadows, raising a hand. The jarvey pulled his horses to a halt and scrutinized her with the eyes of experience. In general respectable women did not hail hackneys alone. But this one wore a good cloak and good shoes. “Where are you bound, mistress?”

She hesitated. Could she tell him to take her to Wapping, to a tavern called the Eagle and Dove hard by Wapping Stairs? But it was growing dark and she would be wandering alone in an unknown and more than likely dangerous part of the city. She couldn’t help Francis if she was lying in the street with her throat cut. It would have to wait until daylight.

“Covent Garden.” Her voice was haughty, the set of her head arrogant, as if defying him to draw any conclusions from her destination.

He looked at her again, his eyes narrowed. “Show me your coin.”

Clarissa controlled her anger at his insolence and withdrew her purse from the deep pocket of her cloak. She selected a silver sovereign and held it up. “I daresay this will compensate you for your trouble.”

He nodded and grinned down at her. “Aye, that it will, missie. Take you anywhere for that. Hop in.”

Clarissa climbed into the dirty, stale-smelling interior and sat gingerly on the stained leather squabs. The jarvey cracked his whip and the horse moved off, the iron wheels bouncing over the cobbles. She caught a faint whiff of perfume from the leather behind her head. It was Luke’s; she’d smelled it many times before. Her hands clenched inside her muff and she shifted to the far corner of the bench. It wasn’t going to be sufficient simply to rescue Francis; somehow the man had to be brought to account.

The bright lights of the Piazza with its attendant sounds and smells soon penetrated the uncurtained window aperture of the carriage. She leaned out of the window. “You may set me down here, jarvey.”

“As you wish.” He reined in his horse and Clarissa jumped down, thankful to be out of the insalubrious interior of the hackney. She handed up a shilling, saying calmly, “You know as well as I do that a sovereign is daylight robbery and you can be fined for extortion. But while I doubt the journey was worth more than sixpence, I’m prepared to pay you a shilling.”

He took the coin with a muttered imprecation, spat his disgust to the cobbles, and urged his horse forward. Clarissa had made him set her down on the corner of Russell Street and the Great Piazza. It was a only short walk to 32 King Street and she reached the house in a few minutes. As she was about to raise the door knocker, the door opened under her hand and she found herself looking up into the Earl of Blackwater’s disgruntled countenance.

He stared at her. “There you are. Where have you been? You said you needed to rest.” He was clearly put out and Clarissa realized for the first time what it meant to be living under the protection of a man who considered he had paid for her to be at his beck and call.

“Forgive me, my lord, but I didn’t fully understand that I was to have no freedom of movement under this arrangement,” she said stiffly. “Am I to be confined within doors waiting until you choose to seek out my company?”

The anger in her jade eyes would have scorched a lesser man. But Jasper only drew back for a second from the heat and returned to the fray now with the utmost good humor. “Of course not, but I felt sadly deprived. I was certain you would be here as you had said you would be, and how was I to know you had changed your mind?” He made his tone plaintive as his eyes smiled at her.

He hadn’t realized how pleased he would be to see her. Her cheeks were pink from the cold, the anger in her eyes made them shine like emeralds, and he wanted more than anything to strip the thick folds of her cloak from her and let his imagination savor that dainty figure in the thin muslin gown.

“I needed some fresh air,” Clarissa said, mollified by both the conciliatory tone and the appreciative gleam in his eye. “What did you want with me, my lord?”

“I wished to sup with you, in the peace and solitude of your own chamber,” he responded. “So far every attempt I’ve made to enjoy a meal in your company has been somewhat truncated. I thought if it were on your own terms, as it were, we might even manage to savor dessert. I seem to remember that Mistress Griffiths’s cook makes a most delectable syllabub.”

“Does she?” Clarissa took the opportunity to step past him into the hall as he moved slightly to one side.

“You haven’t tasted it?” He sounded astonished, following her back into the house. “None of your clients has—”

“If you don’t mind, my lord, I would prefer to leave the subject of my other clients out of our dealings,” she declared. “After all, it’s agreed I shall have no others for the duration of our arrangement.”

“That is true.” He began to divest himself of his cloak and hat. “Well, now you are returned, we may resume our plan to sup together.”

“Our plan, sir? I don’t believe I had any part in its making.” She moved to the stairs. “You will forgive me if I decline the invitation. I am fatigued and would seek my bed early.”

“No, I will not forgive you. The invitation is not yours to decline, Clarissa.” His voice had changed, hardened. “I will sup with you this evening.”

Clarissa stood with one foot on the bottom step, her hand resting on the banister, as she contemplated her response. Before she could say anything, however, Mistress Griffiths came into the hall from the salon. “Ah, Clarissa, there you are. His lordship was desirous of supping with you. You told no one where you were going when you went out.”

Clarissa sighed. “I didn’t realize it was mandatory to do so, madam. I have explained to his lordship that I would prefer to seek my rest early tonight and I beg his indulgence.”

Nan looked at her sharply. Either the girl was getting cold feet, or she was playing another game altogether. Nan suspected the latter. The readiness with which she had accepted the earl’s offer of protection had convinced her that, whatever she would have others believe, Mistress Ordway was no virgin and had not arrived on her doorstep by accident.

“In this house, Clarissa, we do everything to please our clients. You will, if you please, go up to your chamber and ready yourself to receive his lordship. Your supper will be served whenever you ring for it.” Her voice was icy, but she was all smiles as she turned to Jasper. “If you will wait for a few minutes in the salon, my lord, Marianna is playing the pianoforte and I have a particularly fine claret if you care to sample it. Clarissa will be ready for you directly.”

Jasper bowed his acquiescence and went into the drawing room. He slightly regretted Nan’s involvement, which he knew would include coercion if necessary, but at the same time he wasn’t prepared to play ducks and drakes with Clarissa.

“Go along upstairs, girl. I don’t know what this nonsense is but it had better finish here. Tidy yourself up for his lordship. You’ll find something suitable in the armoire.” Nan gave Clarissa a nudge up the stairs and for a moment Clarissa had to resist the need to push her back, to stand tall and tell her who and what she was, the daughter of Squire Astley and Lady Lavinia Astley, no penniless whore without friends or family. But she couldn’t do that. Not yet, not until she had Francis safe.

Without a word, she went up the stairs to the chamber that had been allotted to her. Wax tapers were lit, rich velvet curtains drawn against the encroaching night; a fire burned in the grate. A round table was set for two in the window embrasure, a decanter of wine in the center. Her eyes darted to the bed. The bed curtains were drawn back, the coverlets turned down in clear invitation. She went cold. How was she to stop this?

Slowly she peeled off her gloves and shrugged out of her cloak. The muslin gown had lost its pristine crispness since the morning; the lace edging to the décolletage was limp and lifeless, the folds of the gown hanging creased and formless over a starched petticoat that had lost its stiffness. She was beginning to understand why ladies of fashion changed their gowns so frequently.

She went to hang up her cloak in the armoire and looked in disbelief at the taffeta chamber robe hanging beside her own clothes. Presumably that was what Nan had meant by something suitable. Suitable for entertaining gentlemen in one’s bedchamber à deux. She fingered the material, which was a rich deep emerald with a delicate tracing of pale gold leaves; long, full sleeves ended in lace ruffs, and a series of tiny ribbon bows fastened the gown at the front. Where had it come from? Did Mother Griffiths keep a costume room to cover all eventualities?

She took it out and laid it on the bed. The robe was altogether delightful, surprisingly tasteful, and Clarissa could find nothing about it to object to beyond the immutable fact that it wasn’t hers.

Thoughtfully she unlaced the sprig muslin and hung that in the linen press, where with luck the creases would hang out. She poured water from the ewer into the basin on the washstand and washed her face and hands, surprised at how grimy she felt. A day spent in taverns, crowded streets, and dirty hackney carriages would do that to you, she reflected with a wry grimace. Her hair, so carefully curled that morning, was rapidly returning to form, hanging now in a straight curtain to her shoulders. But at least it still shone. She pulled her hairbrush through it with slow, almost dreamlike strokes, wondering how on earth she was going to get through this evening intact.

She sat down to take off her shoes and stockings, and wriggled her bare toes in the warmth of the fire, then stood up abruptly. She couldn’t pretend she could stop the world turning just by doing everything so slowly. She needed a strategy for the evening, a way to keep the earl at arm’s length.

She slipped into the chamber robe, fastening the little ribbon ties down the front. The garment hung in loose pleated folds from a waistline set just beneath her breasts; the lace-trimmed neckline was square cut and higher, she was relieved to find, than that of the sprig muslin. She looked at her reflection in the long pier glass. She presented a most elegant figure, and not in the least provocative, except for her bare feet.

A brief knock at the door made her jump and she turned to face it, her heart thudding against her rib cage. She still had no strategy.

Jasper stepped into the chamber. “I trust I’m not intruding, madam.” He bowed formally even as his eyes assessed her, a glow of appreciation in their depths. For a moment his gaze lingered on her bare feet and he smiled slowly. “How delightful. How utterly charming, my dear.” He closed the door behind him and stepped up to her.

Clarissa stepped back. “My lord, please. May I pour you a glass of wine?”

He looked at her, his eyes narrowed. “You intend to refuse me?”

“I thought I had explained . . . explained how I would like some respite.” And then it came to her. She clasped her hands, regarding him earnestly. “My lord, just once I would like to have a proper liaison, one conducted with some grace. I would like us to progress as . . . as ordinary people do in the world outside this . . . this . . .” She waved an expressive hand around the hushed and silken chamber of lust. “I would like to be able to believe that we are not in a bordello.”

She let her clasped hands fall against her skirts and offered a tentative smile, her head slightly tilted. “Can you not grant me that one wish, sir?”

Jasper scratched the bridge of his nose. He looked at her in momentary incomprehension, then he said, “You would be courted then? You would have me woo you?”

Slowly she nodded. “It will be new for me. I have never been courted.”

He began to laugh, softly but with deep amusement. “Oh, my dear Clarissa, if that is your wish, then I will put aside my admittedly rampant desire and play the game of courtly love. If I can remember how,” he added with another chuckle. “It’s been a long time since I went a-courting. But if those are your terms, then I accept them.”

He strode to the table and filled the wine goblets, bringing them back to the hearth. He handed her one, then linked his arm through hers, bringing his glass to his lips as she raised her own. “To courtship, Mistress Clarissa.”

“To courtship, Lord Blackwater.” She drank, filled with a heady sense of relief, but also excitement, realizing for the first time how much she enjoyed being with him, how she seemed to be more of everything in his company. Brighter, quicker, prettier even, despite the edge of antagonism that sharpened their exchanges. His body was so close to hers now, she was enveloped in his heat, and she could somehow feel every line of her own body clearly delineated as he would feel her against him beneath the delicate taffeta robe.

Jasper disentangled their arms and took Clarissa’s glass, setting it down with his own. He slid an arm around her, drawing her up against him as with his free hand he tipped up her chin. “Kisses are perfectly acceptable courtship behavior,” he murmured, and brought his mouth to hers.

Clarissa was momentarily startled, momentarily dismayed, and then she was aware of nothing but the sensation of his mouth on hers, his body against hers. This was a kiss unlike any she had experienced before. The clumsy fumblings of her earlier forays into the world of passion bore no relation to this masterly caress. She could feel the hard muscularity of his thighs against her own, the steady beat of his heart against her own breast. His lips were firm and pliable, and the scent of his skin, earthy with just the slightest hint of lavender, seemed to envelop her. Her arms found their way around him, her hands on his back, because where else were they to go when it came to this business of kissing, and everything seemed perfectly right, perfectly natural, indeed utterly inevitable.

When he released her and stepped away she felt bereft and had to resist the urge to pull him to her again. “Courtship is a time of slow and gentle pleasures,” Jasper said, smiling. “I think I’m going to enjoy it.” He took her hand and drew her to the fire. “Are you hungry? Shall I ring for supper?”

Clarissa glanced towards the bed, glaring in its invitation. “In a moment, if you please.” She went over and swiftly pulled the curtains around the bed, closing it off from the room.

Jasper hid a smile, saying with mock gravity, “Well, that makes it plain enough.” He reached for the bellpull before picking up his wineglass and taking one of the armchairs on either side of the fire.

Clarissa took up her own glass, sat opposite, and commenced civilized drawing room conversation. “I trust you spent an enjoyable afternoon, my lord?”

A look she couldn’t interpret crossed his countenance, to be instantly dismissed. He said blandly, “I accomplished a disagreeable but necessary task.” He sipped his wine. “And you, Mistress Clarissa? A pleasant walk, I believe you said.”

“A fruitless errand,” she improvised. “I wished to purchase some ribbon, but unfortunately I could not find the particular shade I need. It’s to trim a bonnet,” she added, astonished at her powers of invention.

“When you visit Madame Hortense in the morning, you will be able to see if she can be of assistance,” Jasper said. “Of course, you should feel free to direct my coachman to take you anywhere you wish. You might find what you seek in one of the silk warehouses. What is the exact shade you require?”

Clarissa’s lips twitched. It was all too absurd. Jasper, Earl of Blackwater, engaging in a discussion of ribbon trimming for a nonexistent bonnet. “A straw color,” she murmured, her voice quivering with laughter. “A most particular blond tint. It must be exactly right, you understand, sir, other—”

Her sentence ended in a squeak as he leaned forward, seized her hands, and abruptly pulled her across the intervening space to land on her knees in front of him. “You have something of the devil in you, Mistress Clarissa,” he declared, his eyes alight with laughter. He pulled her up a little so that she was kneeling against his knees and lightly kissed the corner of her mouth.

At this auspicious moment the door opened to admit two manservants with heavy trays. Their well-trained eyes took in the fireside scene in one quick glance, and then silently they set out their platters and serving dishes on the table and melted from the chamber.

“Good lord,” Clarissa breathed in astonished admiration. “I suppose they’re accustomed in this house to entering a chamber and politely ignoring a couple in flagrante delicto.”

Jasper looked at her oddly. “Of course they are. Why would you sound surprised? You must be used to the convention. They come in when they’re called and leave as if they were never here.”

Clarissa realized her mistake. She seemed constantly to be making them, which was hardly surprising in the circumstances. Fortunately, for the moment anyway, Jasper was so convinced of her position in Mother Griffiths’s establishment that even while he seemed surprised at some of her innocent remarks, it hadn’t occurred to him to dig deeper.

“I suppose I never really thought of it before,” she said with a light shrug. “Usually I was too busy to notice.”

He seemed to accept this and, slipping his hands beneath her arms, lifted her to her feet as he stood up himself. “I for one am sharp set, so let us see what delectations await us.”

There was a dish of baked crab, a roast duck with a compote of apples, and a dish of buttered salsify. A fresh decanter of wine had also appeared on the table.

Jasper held Clarissa’s chair for her and then took his own. He unfolded his linen napkin and took up his wineglass, smiling at her over the lip. “I trust I’m not overly optimistic in hoping that this meal we can enjoy to its conclusion?”

She caught her lower lip, biting back the urge to defend herself. On both occasions he had adopted a tone that somehow reduced her to a possession, a person of much less value than himself. She was prepared to accept that it was inadvertent, simply springing from an assumption he considered accurate and comprehensible. But she wanted to put him right and she couldn’t.

“I see no reason why not, my lord.” She helped herself to baked crab and took a hot roll from the breadbasket.

Jasper helped himself, broke his bread, and asked, “What brought you to Mother Griffiths’s establishment, Clarissa?”

“I told you, my lord, I came to seek my fortune.” She took a sip of wine.

“Yes, a little too glibly, I feel.” He cast a quick searching glance across the table. “But let’s assume that’s so; did something other than the desire to make your fortune drive you from the country . . . where was it you said you were from?” Studiously he spread butter liberally on his roll, his eyes on his task.

Clarissa thought quickly. What had she said? “Oh . . . Bedfordshire way,” she muttered, disguising the falter with a cough, reaching hastily for her wineglass.

“Yes, I remember now. So what drove you from Bedfordshire?”

She looked up at him, once more composed. “Need, sir. Certain personal circumstances make it necessary to earn my bread.”

“And may I inquire what those circumstances are?”

“No, my lord,” she stated. If this was to be another truncated meal so be it. He’d gone back to his old ways.

Jasper’s eyebrows disappeared into his scalp at this flat negative, but he controlled the swift rise of his temper and paused for thought. He had agreed for whatever lunatic reason to court this woman before bedding her, and he was probably not going about it in quite the right way.

He changed the subject, offering her a smile as he reached across the table to lay his hand over hers. “Can we dispense with the formalities, Clarissa? I have a given name; I would like you to use it.”

“Jasper,” she said, accepting the olive branch. “I like the name.”

He chuckled. “That’s certainly fortunate. May I carve you some duck?”

“Thank you.”

Throughout the evening Clarissa’s thoughts veered wildly between the need to concentrate on her companion, the pleasure she took in his company even if it required her to keep on her toes, and planning for the morrow, when she would find Francis. How would she get her brother away undetected? Where would she take him at first? It would be so much easier if she were already situated in the house on Half Moon Street. At least there she would be to some extent her own mistress.

“Do you have a better idea now when exactly I will be able to move into the house on Half Moon Street?”

Jasper blinked at the abrupt non sequitur. He’d been describing a particularly interesting play he’d seen just recently and had thought her attention showed signs of wandering, but not quite so thoroughly.

“Why? Are you in a hurry to be gone from here?” He spooned salsify onto his plate. “It seems comfortable enough.”

“I am anxious to do what has to be done,” she replied. “Particularly after this morning. I must tell you, my lo . . . Jasper . . . that I did not care for your uncle.”

“No, I can hardly blame you, my dear. He doesn’t care whom he offends. But take heart, he offends everyone equally regardless of status or relationship. And I believe he rather took to you.”

“He has a strange way of showing it.”

“That is certainly true. And to answer your question, the house will be ready for you on Saturday.”



Chapter Eight
 [image: Image]


Jasper took his leave shortly before midnight, indulging only in a decorous kiss. He went on his way smiling at the reflection that delaying the consummation of this liaison added a rather exciting frisson of anticipation. It made him feel younger, somehow. And unless he was much mistaken Mistress Clarissa Ordway found him a suitable object for her own desires. He had felt her hesitation when he’d first kissed her, a tentative instant when she’d drawn back a little, but although it had been a good many years since he’d had need of a whore’s services, in his experience of such commercial encounters, kissing was one intimacy they generally withheld from their clients, so Clarissa’s initial withdrawal was natural enough.

But it hadn’t lasted and there was nothing artificial about the little thrill that had run through her when his lips met hers, or the quick flush of her cheeks when his hand lightly brushed across her breast. He wanted to see her naked, to feel her body moving beneath his, responding to his touches as he knew she would, but in the meantime he would sharpen his appetite with anticipation and allow his imagination full rein.

If he could have seen Clarissa at this point he might have been a little less complacent. Jasper was the last person on her mind. She had, rather cleverly she thought, orchestrated the perfect excuse for delaying the inevitable, and having resolved that issue at least temporarily she put it from her mind and turned all her attention to planning for the following morning.

Her mind raced as she prepared for bed. She would need transport to Wapping, as much as anything because she hadn’t the first idea how to get there. She knew where east was, since the sun rose there every morning, but if the East End of London was anything like where she was now it would be a convoluted tangle of narrow streets and dark alleys. She would never negotiate them alone.

She exchanged the seductress’s chamber robe for her own rather plain but warm woolen one and snuffed the candles on the mantel, leaving only the one by the bed burning, then went to draw back the heavy curtain at the window. She needed a few inches of morning light to penetrate, otherwise she was afraid she might sleep until noon. As she pulled the thick velvet aside, she had her second brilliant idea of the night.

Of course. The river. That was the obvious way to reach her destination. The watermen went anywhere accessible along the mighty thoroughfare of the Thames, and she needed the river stairs at Wapping. They would take her right to her destination. From there she would ask in the Eagle and Dove about a woman who took in babies. If the baby farmer was hard by the tavern as the peddler had said, then she should be easy to find. But how to make her approach?

She turned back to the chamber, deep in thought as she shrugged out of her chamber robe and tossed it at the foot of the bed. She climbed into bed, propping the pillows up behind her. The deep featherbed was a vast improvement on the narrow maid’s cot in the garret and she had a moment of pure indulgent pleasure settling herself under the feather quilt. Of course, the comfort of the bed was for the added pleasure of the nunnery’s clients rather than the cosseting of the inhabitants themselves, but for the moment that did nothing to inhibit her hedonistic enjoyment as the firelight flickered on the ceiling and the bedside candle cast a soft golden pool onto her pillow.

How to approach the baby farmer? Who would ordinarily approach such a woman? People who needed to dispose of an unwanted child, obviously. Supposing she pretended to be a pregnant lady’s maid, desperate not to lose her situation? She needed to make arrangements for the child’s care after its birth so that she could continue to work.

That was the perfect story to tell a baby farmer. It would get her into the house at the very least. What happened next was in the lap of the gods, but now that she knew where Francis was, Clarissa felt the dreadful sense of powerlessness slide away. She was in control of her life, of her brother’s life, again.

She leaned sideways to blow out her candle and lay in the flickering dark as her eyes grew heavy and for the first time in weeks she fell into a deep, dreamless, restful sleep.

She awoke with the sound of the first iron-wheeled cart rolling over the cobbles beneath her window. The light was gray, promising another chilly and overcast day, but such considerations were unimportant. Clarissa allowed herself to wake slowly, listening to the sounds of the house around her, except that there were no sounds of life, only the creakings and settlings of a sleeping house.

Early mornings were not well known to the inhabitants of 32 King Street, who rarely found their beds before dawn. Even most of the servants, out of the same consideration, started late.

Clarissa swung herself out of bed and sat on the edge, pushing her feet into her slippers. She reached sideways for her chamber robe and wrapped it around herself. Her first order of business was breakfast. She let herself out of the chamber and stepped into the deserted hallway. Sconced lamps burned low along the wall as she made her way to the staircase.

A sudden blast of cold air swept the hall as the front door opened and a child with chapped cheeks and hands came in with a pail of dirty water and a scrubbing brush. She stared mutely at Clarissa, the door banging shut behind her.

She must have been scrubbing the steps, Clarissa thought with quick sympathy. She didn’t look more than ten years old in her down-at-heel clogs, holland pinafore, and grimy apron, her hair caught up under a mob cap. Her nose was running, which added to the general air of desolation.

“Is anyone up below stairs?” Clarissa asked gently.

The child nodded. “Cook an’ the scullery girl.”

“Have you had breakfast?” Clarissa tried a smile.

The child shook her head, sniffing vigorously before wiping her nose on her sleeve. “Not till I done the fireplaces, mistress.”

“All of them?” There must have been at least half a dozen in the downstairs reception rooms alone.

Another nod and the child trailed off towards the grand salon, dragging her bucket.

Clarissa headed for the back stairs. She found the cook stirring pots in the kitchen and the scullery maid scrubbing pans in the scullery. No one else had yet made an appearance. “Good morning, Cook.” She greeted the woman as she would have greeted her own cook at home at Astley Hall. “Would you mind if I help myself to a piece of bread and cheese?”

“Aye, miss, that I would,” the woman declared bluntly. “I’ll send you up a proper breakfast and a pot of hot chocolate directly.”

“But no one’s up yet,” Clarissa protested. “Indeed I am perfectly happy to take care of myself.”

“Not in my kitchen, miss. You go back to your bedchamber now.”

Clarissa knew better than to interfere in a cook’s territory and with a smile of thanks returned upstairs. She was half-dressed in her own countrified linen gown and apron when a scratch on the door produced the scullery maid with a tray of fried eggs, toasted bread, and a pot of hot chocolate.

“Cook says this was all she could manage at present.” The maid set the tray on the table and scurried away before Clarissa could even express her thanks.

She ate hastily, wondering if her early morning encroachment on the kitchen regions would reach the ears of Mistress Griffiths. It seemed unheard-of for an inhabitant of the above-stairs regions to visit the below. But on Saturday she would be out of this place and her own mistress once again.

Her appetite satisfied, Clarissa examined herself in the mirror. How to make herself into a convincing lady’s maid? Pregnant, a little down at heel . . . ? She had to look like someone else so that Luke would not be able to recognize his niece from any description. Her hair was her most obvious feature. She pulled it back from her face and plaited it tightly, pinning the plait into a coil at the nape of her neck, and then tied a kerchief around her head, so that not a single distinctive red-gold strand was visible. Her eyes seemed larger than usual without the softening of her hair. Experimentally, she dipped a finger into the ash in the grate and smudged the skin beneath her eyes, giving them huge dark shadows against her cheekbones. It was an amazing transformation. But not quite enough.

She looked around the chamber, then her eye fell on one of the small, round cushions on the daybed. She picked it up and went to the mirror, experimentally tucking the cushion against her stomach beneath her cloak. It produced quite a convincing little bump, not enough for an instant recognition of pregnancy, but sufficient proof if someone knew she was carrying a child. She hauled up the skirt of her gown and pushed the cushion into the waistband of her petticoat, tying the drawstring tightly over it, then dropped her skirt down. She threw her cloak around her shoulders, drawing it tightly around her, then examined her reflection again in the mirror. She really didn’t look in the least like herself. She drew her hood up, hiding as much of her face as she could, and hunched her shoulders a little, as if she was trying to hide the shameful evidence of her pregnancy. The transformation was complete; she barely recognized herself.

She let herself out of the house without encountering another soul. The streets were cold, empty, and piled with the debris of the previous night’s entertainments. She stepped gingerly over a pile of vomit, holding her skirts high, and made her way around the colonnades of the Great Piazza, heading for the river. She threaded her way through the streets leading to the Strand and from there down Savoy Street to the water steps on the embankment at the end of the street.

There were more people around here and the river was already busy with skiffs darting between the larger barges laden with goods. The watermen kept up a constant whistle as they touted for custom on both banks, poling their craft up and down along the embankment.

Clarissa descended the stairs to the small platform that jutted out over the water. A skiff with two oarsmen came up immediately. They shipped their oars and one of them leaned out to seize a rope hanging from the platform. He hauled on it, bringing the little boat tight into the platform. He held it steady as Clarissa stepped in.

“Wappin’ Stairs.” Her voice was a little muffled, her accent that of the Kentish countryside. It was an accent she had heard all her life and she felt reasonably confident she could keep it up as long as she didn’t say too much.

The waterman nodded, finding nothing remarkable in either his passenger or her destination, and as soon as she was seated on the narrow thwart pushed off from the bank with his oar and he and his partner took the skiff into the mainstream. It was cold on the river and Clarissa huddled closer into her cloak. Her nervousness grew as the skiff moved swiftly towards her destination. She rehearsed over and over in her head what she would say to the baby farmer, concentrating on getting the vowel sounds authentic, remembering to drop the final g at the end of certain words. If she was word-perfect the disguise would be easier to maintain.

The hulking bulk of the Tower of London loomed up ahead of them after almost an hour. Clarissa was frozen by this time. She’d had no idea it would take so long and guessed now that it would have been quicker by land under horsepower. But it was too late for second thoughts. The watermen brought the boat close to the forbidding Traitor’s Gate, a grilled gate giving onto a dark hole leading into the gray stone of the edifice. She shuddered, thinking of all those who had disappeared into that darkness never to reappear.

They went beneath Tower Bridge, the rowers carefully steering between the great stone pillars that were sunk deep into the riverbed. The river eddied swiftly at their bases and many a boat had come to grief caught in the swirling currents. They passed Alderman’s Stairs and Tower Bridge wharf, and finally Wapping Stairs came up on the north bank of the river.

The jumble of buildings along the embankment looked like warehouses. The watermen brought the skiff against a long pier jutting into the water. Steps led from there up to the embankment. Clarissa paid them the shilling fare and stepped out onto the pier.

The landscape was alien, threatening in its strangeness. Porters darted hither and thither along the pier with great baskets balanced on their heads, raucous shouts filled the air, children struggling bent double under the weight of heavy sacks staggered past her to the barges waiting to be loaded at the end of the pier, and above her loomed the great stone warehouses on either side of the steps. Her only comfort lay in the fact that everyone was too occupied with their own affairs to cast so much as a glance in her direction.

She climbed the steps, which were wet and slimy with green weed at the lower level where the river at high tide covered them. Once she reached the top she breathed a sigh of relief. The air felt lighter, fresher, although it was still redolent of fish and tar, and the crowded buildings blocked the daylight. She looked around, searching for the Eagle and Dove tavern. It was supposed to be hard by the stairs.

Tentatively she approached a woman, carrying a basket of laundry on her head. “ ’Scuse me, mistress, I’m lookin’ fer the Eagle and Dove?”

The woman barely glanced at her and hardly broke stride. “Corner o’ Scandrett.”

And where or what was Scandrett? Clarissa looked around again helplessly. It must be a street close by. She set off along the muddy lane that stretched behind the warehouses, picking her way through evil-smelling puddles. The powerful, vile reek of a tannery made her catch her breath as she passed one building, and then there was the more familiar and certainly pleasanter smell of a livery stable a little further on with a narrow alleyway running alongside it.

A stable lad came out of the livery stable leading a brown cob and Clarissa accosted him. “I’m lookin’ fer Scandrett Street.”

He looked at her as if she’d walked out of Bedlam. “Y’are standin’ on it.”

Clarissa looked behind her up the alleyway. “This is it?”

“Aye, where you from, then?”

“Not around ’ere,” she said shortly. “I’m wantin’ the Eagle and Dove.”

“Up top.” He jerked his thumb at the alley and continued on his way.

Clarissa followed direction and ventured into the alley. There were houses on either side, the street so narrow that their rooftops almost touched across the lane. It was dark and dank and strewn with rubbish. How could Francis possibly survive in one of these filthy hovels? Anger burned deep within her, giving her strength. Luke would pay, and he would pay dearly.

The Eagle and Dove was at the far end of the alley as the boy had promised, and to Clarissa’s pleasant surprise the alley opened onto an expanse of green, with the tavern sitting on the edge of it. It was as if suddenly she found herself on a village green in the countryside, and her spirit lifted a little. Maybe Francis wasn’t buried in those reeking alleys. Maybe he was in one of the cottages scattered along the sides of the green.

Emboldened, she pushed open the door of the tavern below the creaking sign depicting an eagle with a dove in its talons and found herself immediately in a small taproom, heavy with the odor of spilled beer and the sea coal that burned sullenly in the fireplace.

The taproom was deserted and she went to the counter. “Landlord?”

An elderly man shuffled through a door in the rear wall and peered myopically at her. “Who wants ’im?”

“Me. I’m lookin’ fer a woman what takes in babies around ’ere. Is there one?”

His eyes became mere slits as he took in the slight swell beneath her cloak. He began to rub the stained countertop with a filthy rag. “Depends on who wants ’er.”

“I does, sir.” Clarissa decided she would get what she wanted more quickly if she went straight to the point. “I’ve coin t’ pay for the information.” She huddled closer into her cloak, turning slightly sideways, laying a hand on her belly.

The old man’s eyes took on a calculating gleam. “Let’s see yer money then.”

Clarissa slipped her hand into the pocket of her cloak and felt in her coin purse. She didn’t dare bring it out into the open in what was inevitably a den of thieves, and she didn’t dare give the impression that she had more than a few meager coins. She identified a sixpence with her fingertips and laid it on the counter, letting him see it before covering it with her hand. “Where will I find her?”

“Dundee, next street along the green.” He reached for the coin but she kept her hand over it.

“ ’Ow will I know the ’ouse?”

He grunted and blew his nose copiously on the filthy rag he’d been using on the countertop. Clarissa controlled her revulsion and waited. Finally he said, “Third ’ouse down on the right.”

Clarissa lifted her hand off the sixpence and it disappeared in an instant. “Is she the only one ’ereabouts?” She gave him a pleading look, her hand stroking over her belly. “Please, sir. I need ’er real bad.”

He grunted again, and seemed to consider his answer, before he said grudgingly, “Nobbut our Bertha on Dundee.”

“Thankee, sir.” She gave him what she hoped was a pathetic smile of gratitude and left the taproom, heaving a sigh of relief once she was out in the fresh air again. The stench of stale beer and tobacco smoke seemed to be stuck in her nostrils. But she had the information she needed.

She found Dundee Street easily enough; the name on a wooden plaque was actually screwed into the wall of the first house. At the third house, she stopped, her heart racing. It was a house like any other on the mean street, its crooked tiled rooftop almost touching the one opposite. There was no knocker on an unpainted door opening directly off the street, and the tiny windows were ill fitting, their frames slightly askew.

She touched the shape of the cushion, making sure it was firmly in place. It would be a disaster if it drifted loose during the coming interview. Then she raised her hand and banged vigorously on the door.

It seemed to take a long while before the sound of bolts being drawn on the far side of the door told her someone had heard her knock. The door opened a crack and a small girl peeped out at her. “Yeah?”

“Is Bertha ’ome?”

“Who wants ’er?”

It seemed to be the first question anyone asked around her. Clarissa said firmly, “Me. Is she ’ome?”

The child leaned back and yelled with surprising power into the gloom behind her, “Mam, someone’s ’ere.”

“I know that, yer daft biddy. Who is it?” The yell was loud enough to bring down the rafters and Clarissa winced. Francis hated loud noises. A woman appeared behind the child before the echo had died. She cuffed the child across the head. “Get back inside, yer lazy good-fer-nuthin’. See to that babby what’s cryin’.”

Clarissa could hear a baby’s thin cry now coming from somewhere above. The woman stood in the doorway drying her hands on a dirty apron, treating her visitor to a thorough scrutiny. Her eyes lingered on the swell of her belly. “Best come along in, then,” she said eventually, turning away from the door, leaving Clarissa to follow her. “Shut the door, we don’t live in a barn.”

Hastily Clarissa did so and found herself in a narrow dim passage. She could hear sounds of children now, cries, whimpers, murmurings, all coming from above her head. She could hear them through the ceiling, where cracks of light showed through the gaps in the floorboards of the room above. It was cold, drafty, and damp in the passage, but the woman was heading for the rear and Clarissa followed, wondering how she would discover if Francis was among the children upstairs.

The kitchen was warmer at least, although it smelled of boiling clothes and fried onions. A man in his shirtsleeves sat in a rocker by the range, a tankard in his hand, his stockinged feet propped on the andiron. He glanced incuriously at the visitor and growled, “Fetch me another jug o’ gin, Nancy.”

“Jem says as ’ow ’e’ll not give you ’nother without threepence.” A girl, older than the one who’d answered the door, materialized from a shadowy corner. She carried a baby against her shoulder.

“Eh, mother, give the girl threepence,” the man demanded of Bertha.

“Give it to ’er yerself,” she retorted. “I’m sick o’ keepin’ you in gin with me own ’ard labor.”

The man was out of his rocking chair in a trice and came at her, fists clenched. She backed away. “All right, all right. Just one, mind. An’ ’tis only to keep you away from the babbys’ bottle. Nancy, take threepence from the jar, an’ hurry back. ’Tis time to give that lot upstairs their dosin’ or they’ll be screamin’ all afternoon.”

The girl handed over the baby, picked up a jug from the dresser, and disappeared through a back scullery and out of a back door, presumably heading for the Eagle and Dove.

Bertha sat down at a deal table, the baby propped against her shoulder. “So, what can I do fer you? In trouble are you?” The baby began to whimper and she rocked it.

Clarissa nodded, keeping her shoulders hunched, her face slightly averted. “Aye, someone said you’d ’elp. I can’t keep the babe, someone’ll ’ave to to care for it after.” She kept her hand on the cushion beneath her cloak.

Bertha nodded. “Aye, thought as much. When’re you due?” The baby’s whimper turned into a shrill cry and with a muttered execration she got up and went to the dresser. She took a brown bottle and a spoon off the shelf and sat down again with the baby held against her arm. She poured clear liquid into the spoon and pushed it between the child’s lips.

Clarissa smelled the powerful aroma of gin and a wave of nausea swept over her. She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth. She had heard of poor mothers feeding their babies gin because they couldn’t afford milk, but this woman was paid to care for these babies. Dear God, was she giving gin to Francis?

“So, when’re you due?” the woman demanded again as the baby went quiet and limp against her arm.

“Dunno, really. About five months give or take.” Clarissa tried to inject a note of desperation into her voice even as she fought her horror. There was no child, but how did all those women feel who had no choice but to give up their own children to this woman’s gin-soaked mercies? “I can’t lose me position, ’tis a good one. I’ve a good mistress but she’ll not keep me if she finds out about the child.”

“You’ll be showin’ good an’ proper soon enough,” Bertha said matter-of-factly. “ ’Ow d’you expect to ’ide that?”
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